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ABSTRACT:

The aim of this thesis is to study the themes efiily and belonging in the films of
Mira Nair. Three films form the basis of this sfuthmelySalaam Bombay!,
Mississippi MasalaandMonsoon WeddingThe approach is thematic, i.e using the
film to explore different socio-political themesidentity rather than looking at the
methodology she uses as a filmmaker.

The analysis of each of the three films looks pasdicular form of identity namely
national, cultural or personal identity, and matefsrence to Nair's own comments
on the films as well as academic articles on timesfi her work and issues such as
identity, nostalgia, home, belonging, marginali@aatimmigrants, street children and
the like, in order to interrogate Nair's exploratiof the particular ideas within these

films.

It examines the films as if it were a work of ta&ure, and looks at how it deals with
these issues within a filmic context. What symlies she use to show us we are
dealing with cultural identity? Which charactesisnbolic of the modernist
movement? Finally it examines the potential effddhese films on the society from
which they derive, and comes to some conclusionstahe effect these films may
have in challenging, shaping and/or influencingaglabout nostalgia, home, identity,
and so on. The discussions of the films showghathas been superbly able to
exploit all the advantages of her chosen mediubriteg her remarkable visual
inventiveness and artistry into play in order toncaunicate this to an international
audience and to make them think about the issuesrat. The filmmaker is finally

established not only as simply a creator of filmt, bitimately as a thinker and poet.



OPSOMMING:

Die doel van hierdie tesis is om die temas vantiti@hen ‘n gevoel van behoort in
die films van Mira Nair te bestudeer. Drie filmsrin die basis van die studie
naamlikSalaam Bombay!, Mississippi MasaaMonsoon WeddingDie aanslag is
tematies van aard, m.a.w. dit gebruik die filmsdimverskillende sosio-ekonomise
temas van identiteit te identifiseer en ontleeddereas om die metodologie van haar

as filmmaker te bestudeer.

Die analise van elke van die drie films kyk na pesifieke vorm van identiteit,
naamlik nasionale, kulturele of persoonlike idexitien maak verwysing na
kommentaar deur Nair haarself, sowel as akaderamigels oor die films, haar werk
en kwessies van identiteit, nostalgie, die konsap‘m tuiste, ‘n gevoel van behoort,
marginalisasie, immigrante, straat kinders en diesr. Die doel is om sodoende

Nair se idees oor identiteit binne hierdie filmdtyraagteken en ontleed.

Die tesis ondersoek die films asof dit ‘n léex werk is, en neem in ag die maniere
waarop dit na hierdie kwessies kyk binne ‘n filneid®nteks. Daar word byvoorbeeld
gekyk na watter simbole sy gebruik wanneer sy verag kulturele identiteit. Watter
karakter is die simbool vir die modernistiese bewggens. Uitendelik bevraagteken
die tesis the potensiéle effek van hierdie filmsle@omgewing en omstandighede
waaruit dit ontstaan het, en kom tot sekere geket@ings met betrekking tot die
mate waarin hierdie films kwessies van tuiste, aigst, identiteit ens beinvioed en/of
vorm en bevraagteken. Die besprekings dui dasabpydbaie bevoeg is om al die
voordele van haar verkose medium tesame met hdirkiwekkende visuele
verbeelding te gebruik om aan ‘n internasionaleogeldie kwessies te kommunikeer
en hul te dwing om aktief te dink oor die kwessiaa hand. Uiteindelik word die
filmmaker Nair nie slegs as ‘n skepper van filmKrgEnie, maar ook as ‘n denker en

digter.
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INTRODUCTION:

Points of departure:

For me, this dissertation started out with an egem Bollywood films, and
especially the music and dance sequences thap @ssential to an understanding of
this kind of film. | had decided to do researchaosubject that was quite new to me,
but had elements of familiarity such as dance and s In a small Afrikaans
community in the Western Cape, South Africa, howefilens belonging to this genre
were hard to come by. (Had | grown up or studireBurban, an area with a high
percentage of Indian inhabitants, the results igfttiesis might have been very
different to what it is today, as exposure to Bethpd films and Indian culture would

have happened much earlier in my life.)

In the process of scouring through video storesfiyrkind of Bollywood film or
eventually any Bollywood influenced film, | cameressMonsoon Weddin(2002)
andMississippi Masalg1992). The presence of these films on the skad¥¢hese
video stores says something in itself. Whereas Buoilywood films had not yet
managed to penetrate the cultural barriers of stoath South Africa, Nair's

crossover films had managed to do so.

There were several aspects of Mira Nair’s filmmakinat attracted me to do an in-
depth study on her work. Firstly she is femaleagpect which resonated with me as
it is well-known that the film industry is a toughreer for a woman to make her way
in. Secondly, there is an emotional quality tofilers that pay great attention to the
minute details of each character portrayed. Aaiefrom a performance
background, this in-depth study of character irgter@® me greatly. Nair's reputed
ability to get the most out of her actors suppottesl conclusion. Her first fictional
film, when shown at the 3BNew York Film Festival, elicited the following resnses

from critics:



Miss Nair, 31, who was born and brought up in Iratia studied at Harvard
as an undergraduate, has made four documentdties|radia, which
obviously helped prepare her for this work of ficti One doesn't necessarily
feed the other, however. "Salaam Bombay!" demaiest this young director's
extraordinary self-control when faced with fictiwmanifold possibilities. The
movie possesses a free-flowing exuberance not efisaciated with the

documentary form.

Even more unusual is the director's success witladters. Without the film's
program notes, I'm not sure I'd be able to tellgiefessionals from the non-

professionals. (Canby,1988:p2)

Tough and gritty, much of the location shot filnm&s as a visual tour of a
world that most of us can hardly imagine. Havincergly returned from
visiting northern India, | can recognize the naltugas that Nair achieves in
this remarkable film. It's an honest and hauntiogrgit that lingers long after
viewing. (Nesbit,2006:p1)

The research question

But what authority did | have to write on the subjef identity in Nair’s films, when |
myself had never been to India nor possessedtarldeof knowledge about the
history of India and Indian filmmaking? Culturallam quite far removed from the
realities depicted in Nair’s films, although | wonkth Indian colleagues and have
access to their stories and perceptions. Even tiey seem more linked to India
through family and culture, confess a feeling stance when speaking about India
and its traditions and history, especially if thegre 29 or 3¢ generation Indians and

had never been to India.

| therefore had to find other ways in which | codidectly relate to issues in Nair's
films. A preliminary analysis of the issues raigedher films made me realise that
contrary to my initial perception, | possessedsaany that had quite a lot in common

with the subject matter of her films. This inclsdsesues of identity, migration,
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origin, language, belonging and concepts of hoeentral to understanding Nair's

filmmaking.

| am white and Afrikaans speaking, but essentiafijcan. | am the ¥ generation of
my family born and raised in Africa, but | stillmetimes feel that | don’'t belong on
this continent. | therefore have my own insecesittoncerning identity. There are
also more correlations. For example, as much agrtheth and development of
South Africa can be seen as influenced by all tigigal happenings in the country,
(such as colonialism, apartheid and independemckan film has also been
influenced by Partition and the colonial encounidy.interest in the effects of Indian
film on diasporic communities could be linked te flact that I'm not originally from
South Africa, but from Namibia, and that | can telt the particular kind of
nostalgia (evident in most modern ‘Bollywood’ filfesaturing non-resident Indians
or NRI’s) that colours one’s view of the homelahdstly, | am familiar with a sense
of marginalization as a woman in a patriarchal Ke€gns community, and can
therefore relate to some of the situations withalvtthe female characters in Nair’s

films struggle.

Therefore, like an actress seeks to find an ematimigger to be able to associate
with a certain experience in the life of a chargdtéad to discover in myself the
capacity to equate some of my experiences to tlwtiens Nair evokes in her films.
As someone who moved around quite a lot as a ghdtlended a total of six
schools), | have become quite used to being onultsde of the familiar or known.
In order to make peace with my situation | haddwedop, through the years, a strong
sense of who | was and what | stood for. | couldfford to show any uncertainty
regarding my identity, as high school children hthesuncanny ability to spot
insecurities and fears and exploit them. When watcNair's films | came to realise
that this feeling of standing on the outside of@ug, looking in and either wishing to
belong or hoping that | would never have to, isilgject Nair is very interested in.
This immediately became my focus as | could reidiintify with this aspect of her

films.

In summary, | find that it is not unusual nor inegyriate to write on a subject | have

no specific cultural or linear references to, aeel finy view will be as valid from an
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‘outsiders’ point of view, as from someone livirigside’ it. Furthermore, through
this process | will also be exercising my own fasfrself-expression and discovery,

which adds meaning and definition to my world.

That being said, the power of being able to exertie right to express myself started
what would become for me a four-year obsession Nihr's work. The term
‘obsessive’ seems fitting in this regard, as @ ierm Nair uses herself to describe her

approach to filmmaking:

Making independent films is an obsessive task irfgpan idea, writing the
script, finding finance, casting, shooting and iedit Then comes the big
struggle to make sure the film is distributed tigloout the world. All of this
could easily take one or two years. In order te inith a project every day for
two years | have to be obsessed by it. | can omlgeniilms about subjects that
get under my skin and make my heart beat fastan hot in the business of
producing films which offer a pleasant way of filj a Sunday afternoon. That
is for others to do, and | don't dismiss it. Ban attracted to ideas that will
provoke people and make them look at the worlttla tilifferently - stories
that come from my part of the world... | must sayjog the responsibility of
exploring and portraying these stories through-fitraking. After all, film,
unlike academia, reaches millions. This is anotli@ension of my work

which | really enjoy - the ability to reach so mgygople. Yet at the same
time, | don't forget or underestimate the individuiawer in the audience.
(Anbarand and Otchet,1998:p1)

Reaching out to her audience is exactly what sheages to do. Nair is one of those
rare individuals who uses the medium at her didpasanely filmmaking, to
investigate the universal need for a definitiorself, and uses it to enhance
understandings of culture and identity world-widghe accepts the responsibility that
comes with her chosen profession, and in fact eoalsrd. | use the term ‘rare’
individual because | wish to highlight her commitrho making films that
challenges the viewer, as opposed to simply mafidimg that are for entertainment

value only.
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For me this was reflected in her first fictiondifiSalaam Bombayteleased in 1988.
At the time | was 6 years old, yet by the time thattched this film, about 15 years
later, the film still had a resonance that was umethby the passing of time. Since
there were no special effects or trendy, cuttingeeediting, the film did not age in the
visual sense. What made it even more timelesgheast dealt with subject matter
depicting a social problem that would never entidisappear, and thus its relevance

was preserved.

After watchingSalaam Bombayd multitude of questions raged within me. What is
that keeps the young boy Krishna clutching so lygtat his dream of home? How
does he manage to maintain that bright light ofehdgspite all of the dirt and squalor
around him? | kept seeing that little boy’s facd #mis image just would not leave
me. It is what nightmares are made of. How camateh films like this and not get
up and go do something about the issues surrourstiiegt children? Was this why
Nair made the film? How did it affect her as aso®? It took me days to work
through all of the emotions that the film had ewbkéthin me.

In the end | came to the following conclusion: Naas the ability to look beyond the
situation individuals are caught up in, be it tireests of Bombay or a dusty American
town, and isolate that one element that drives theler storytelling aims to expose
the truth at the heart of the matter. What hendikay is that we should look beyond
what there is to see. Look deeper and you will fial people with their own pain,
happiness and sorrows, but above all, see thatteeljuman and that they are real.
As humankind we are infinitely diverse, but at toee, the same. If we are able to
watch these films and our world and understandfrigexpands, then Nair has
succeeded in being a meaningful flmmaker. Emaeitilgnit would probably destroy
me to work with children in such circumstancestakes immense bravery to face up
to the reality of these children who live on theests, and maybe | am not made of
stern enough material to deal with this every dByt what | can do is open to my
mind and my understanding of difference, and imgetthis in the way | live my

life. That in itself adds perspective and meanili@lso keeps me rooted in reality,
as opposed to becoming caught up in the manic atdrialistic pace of the world

around me. After | had seen the non-fiction flBad Grew Tired of Us: The Story of
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the Lost Boys of Sudg@uinn, Walker: 2006), | experienced what many othe

viewers also felt:

If nothing else, watching "God Grew Tired of Us'lvmake Westerners
realize just how much they take for granted inrtdaily lives. For this is a
wonderful and deeply moving documentary about tymeang men from
Africa and their first, awe-inspiring encounter ivihe modern world.
(Zwick,2007:p1)

Both of these filmsSalaam BombaydndGod Grew Tired of Us: The Story of the
Lost Boys of Sudalthough created almost two decades apart wighbemg fiction,

and the other a documentary, have the ability smgk our perception of the world.

Nair, with the passing of time, has proven thaardtgss of the subject matter she is
capable of facing up to this challenge. The way fine attempts to do this is through
a focus on identity and the formation thereof.eéich of her films, be it her
documentary films likéndia Cabaretor Children of a Desired Sewr her fictional
works such a3he Namesakeshe attempts to show us some of the influencs th
finally define the personality. Is it culture, ammstance, their family, their religion, or
is it something more personal, like a need to @driight’ thing? Even iVanity Fair
(2004), a film version of the Thackeray classicathiloes not strictly fit in with her
India theme-based films, Nair is inspired to shas/why people acted the way they

did and where their choices stemmed from. She c&tyee film:

Thackeray was taking the layers [sic], revealirggham, and the hypocrisies,
and the vanities, sometimes with great affecticth ssmetimes with great

bite. That was what | wanted to do, cinematicallthe time. Literally
revealing the layers, revealing the shams, takfhgtoff that you are putting
on to be a certain way, which we all do, of couBadt, to make the modern
audiences not look at these people as fossilizedirsens from another age,
but just people like you and me, who like to tak¢his, who hate to wear that
wig they keep for the visiting aunties. | wantekép that reality base, very
much. (Cavagna,2004:p8)
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In order to be able to keep this ‘reality basedewit in all of her films, Nair
admits that she uses much of what she knows arerstacids herself within her
films. In the interview with Greer this self-und&anding and knowledge comes

through clearly:

BG: My next theme is exile, loss and a longing for leoifhis seems to be a

big theme in your work. Can you talk a bit abo@t it

MN: | haven't ever been in exile because | have chiuseross many oceans,
but only in a voluntary manner. It is very diffetdar friends of mine - artists,
poets and writers | love - who have had exile ingglosn them. | feel very
much that cinema is born as a medium to captute.eie idea of going out
of your hotel in Mississippi and looking out of yonindow and seeing your
garden in Kampala. This something that cinema lésd# to brilliantly,

almost as much as literature.
BG: So this is something you are saying is part ofiia itself?

MN: No, | say it because | know what it's like to beone place and dream of
another. | also know what it's like to feel thastadgia is a fairly useless thing
because it is stasis. It does not take you margepld am just telling you, on
the side, that cinema, something | am afflictedi®gomething that lends its
beautiful voice to this phenomenon of being in mplaces at once. | have
chosen a form, or a form has chosen me, that gaagsent that. It's something
| understand very well. | always try to make filadsout things that get under
my skin. (Greer,2002:p3)

From the abovementioned quote one can deduce tinat\Ndir is a filmmaker who
really engages with these questions regardingrigeaation, definition, development
and growth of identity through her films. Not orlges she question and search for
that one defining element that makes the individaahplete, but she also shows us
the context surrounding that individual as welbfi®f the nuances and intricacies

that are part of their make-up.
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Ravinder Kaur recently pointed to a reciprocal eatrin this social engagement by

film makers:

Popular cinema, like all other cultural forms, heitexists for a self-gratifying
purpose, nor does it have an autonomous projédeals with narratives that
emerge from socio-political transformation in stgiéncluding an acute
emphasis on all-encompassing commercial factoofuldr cinema not only
influences the society, it effectuates a ‘reciplagfiuence’ where the society

presents the raw stock to be woven into film narest (Kaur,2002:p202)

When we look at the various kind of films India guzes from this perspective, the
realisation dawns that the very nature of the Imdilan industry is inextricably linked
to themes of identity in crises, which can be s®a positive or negative
characteristic. It is positive in the sense th&t an active process of looking for
meaning and definition, but negative because dteethe sensation of being caught
up in a crisis. Whichever way one views it, theustry seems to be caught up in a
constant, dynamic process of change and growtld Mina Nair, more than most,

has consciously chosen to explore and even explsitomplexity in her films.

Nair's themes: Aspects of Identity and Belonging

From my first engagement with the three specifiar Nbns | want to focus on in this
thesis, namelpalaam Bombay!, Mississippi MasaladMonsoon Weddind

became aware that they all appear to share a tdmmae, despite differing in
location and socio-cultural setting: the searchefgpecific identity and a sense of
belonging. The main protagonists of each, Krisivb@na and Ria, (as well as other
characters) are all looking to find some kind diid&on of self in order to be able to
understand where they fit in the broader sociatexin The notion of identity is a
social construct, largely governed by perceptiors lzeliefs within specific
communities and societies. However, no matter wWiesource, it affects all aspects

of their lives: how they interact with their famas, their enemies, their city and its
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rules and idiosyncrasies. It affects the way tiew themselves in relation to the

people around them. It makes them fearful, hopefidl despondent at timés.

Nair’s technique for dealing with this in her filissto focus on the intricacies of each
of the main characters, particularly in terms @iitlsearch for identity and belonging.
In every film this is done in a different way, wiahdifferent slant to the search for
identity itself, yet there are certain common theriat run throughout all of these
films. For example, in all three filmSalaam Bombay!, Mississippi Masalad
Monsoon Weddinghere is at least one character whose narradiv@ey is solely
concerned with establishing his or her identitgame way or other. However, for
each character, the notion of identity appearstsedmething different. Central to our
understanding of the main character of each filthésparticular internal struggle that
they are faced with. This struggle may be conscmusubconscious, but is always in
some way directly related to issues of identity.adidition, it is also important to note
that these three characters are not the only orgggged in a search for identity in the
films — as we shall see later in the ensuing dsouns. In fact, all of the characters in
Nair’s films seem to still be busy trying to findigurative (and sometimes literal)

“place of belonging”.

For example, not only are we as viewers engageédlitis attempt to assert himself
socially inMonsoon Weddindbut we are also intrigued by Ria’s reticencertgage

with her uncle and the rest of the family, as vasllher cousin’s attempt to balance her
sexuality within her cultural context. In such ayWNair shows us how different
people within the same physical space can haverdiit expectations and therefore
experience vastly diverse processes of changeexanple, irMississippi Masala

Jay and Mena share the same physical space iroték yet because their outlook at
the start of their journey from Uganda is so défatr they experience change and the
effects of exile in exceedingly different ways, ahdrefore end up having to resolve

these issues in very different ways.

! At this point | would like to raise the post-colahconnotation that this issue with identity ingsli
Another approach would have been to study the stfsgm a post-colonial perspective. However this
would bring into play a number of additional isstiest are beyond the scope of this thesis. | have
included the references to post-colonial texthnhibliography, as they were essential to
understanding the development of the Indian fildustry to what it is today.
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Clearly these notions adientity andbelongingare quite complex matters, as an
analysis of Nair's work shows. To demonstrateutetook at the rather wonderful
scene inMMonsoon Weddingrhere the young servant girl, Alice - a quiet and
unassuming member of the household - is shownntidyp the bride-to-be’s room.

In the process, she spots a jewellery case fudlidal adornments on Aditi's bureau.
Nair shows us Alice’s fearful look around to searifyone is near, and her subsequent
surrender to the temptation of looking at and taughhe jewellery. She is shown to
carefully reach out and remove it from a box, dmehtslowly and painstakingly
placing the dot on her forehead, all the while Wwatg herself in the mirror. What the
scene does is to show us a kind of attempted anstion of self, with Alice ‘trying
on’ a different kind of identity - that of the milddclass Punjabi bride. She lifts her
sari and flutters her eyelids, as she has certagdy other girls do, but with a shake
of her head shrugs of this make-belief. She sa¢emgject the image she sees in the
mirror, as if it does not match up to what shedeeside. When she is then spotted
by Dubey and his workers, and they assume thassdtealing, we see a glimpse of
another aspect of identity - this time from an @ésperspective - akin to a

stereotypical social response.

This scene illustrates the point made above: whefer to apersonal identityis
clearly not a singular, one-dimensional subject,ibueally a complex of issues,
including aspects one may teautual identity perceived identityandideal identity
Theideal identityin this case is the one Alice tries on and sedsatefd in the mirror.
Her actual identityis the part which makes her shake her head aredothkhe
jewellery and dot, deciding that it does not reallyt her. Theperceived identitys
that which Dubey and his colleagues think they dbat of a poor servant girl
stealing jewellery from her middle class mistre$ie reaction of the workmen

supports this, as they call out and try to drawrdibn to the supposed crime.

However, personal identity is not the only kinddgntity explored in Nair’s films,
there are others, as we shall see — and eachrofish@n equally multifaceted and
shifting phenomenon, as Bookhout, Schmidt and &&@6:p356) have shown:

Individuals within a culture also differ in the ert to which social and

personal factors are emphasized in their iderfity.some persons, social
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dimensions (e.g. how they appear to other persamesinost important
whereas for others, personal factors (e.qg., their imdividualistic values) are

most important.

So, in order to make sense of the different vamnstiand nuances of this feature of
Nair's characters during my research and analydiseofilms, | sought to identify
certain commonalities in the films regarding thesatment of notions of identity and
belonging and to categorise them in some coherawnt Whis led me to postulate
three broad types adlentity, found in the various films, categories | provisady

define as follows:

National Identity: This refers to the belonging to a “nation” — whizan include
country, continent or similar place of belongingdaall of the associations and laws
or rules applicable toationality. It can therefore also include race, if part of a
national identity formation. The term ‘nostalgcarries specific meaning in
association with national identity, as it is thetivating factor for many of the
insecurities around national identity. Diasporiperiences and migrancy are also
terms that can be linked to this type of identity,it deals with crossing borders. (see
p20) This tends to be the central issu#lississippi Masalawhere there appears to
be a distinctive need to attain and develop a sefhsational identity and pride
(though this is also strongly influenced by notiofgultural identity). This will be
discussed in Chapter 2.

Cultural and Social Identity: This refers to racial, cultural, religious, faralland
sexual identity, as found for exampleNtonsoon WeddingHere characters such as
Ria are trying to ascertain what their position eegponsibilities are within the
culture they find themselves in. This kind of itign like that of national identity, is
externally influenced by society/nationhood. Alilgh cultural and social identity
deals with more figurative demarcations of ‘bortdarsl frameworks, nostalgia and
diasporic experiences can also be ascribed as tetevant to this kind of identity.

This is the subject of Chapter 3.

Personal and Moral identity: Includes an understanding of actual, immediatatitly,
perceived identity and ideal identity. This kindaentity means stepping away from
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externalised identity to internalised identity -daran include issues of personal
relations and loyalties, moral issues, and the Iikes tends to be the foremost issue
in Salaam Bombaywhere Krishna is faced with important decisioegarding his

own relationships and morality. Chapter 4 lookthate issues.

In respect of this topic, | should like to end tbimpter by briefly considering a very

useful distinction made by Susan Friedman (2008).

About boundaries and borders

As shown in above, Nair’'s work can be classified inlumber of ways. One clear
distinction seems to me to be between what | woalt“internationally based films”
and “locally based films”. The distinction is maokertly on the basis of the actual
location where the film is set, where it was slstwell as the source of the funding
for the films, but also on the basis of its theffieus, for examplaylississippi Masala
andThe Namesakeere both internationally made, in other words/tage set in and
were shot at multiple locations internationallyddhus they investigate themes that
cross international borders. They play out againsnternational background, mostly
moving in between two central locations, such as\gala and Greenwood, in the
case oMississippi Masaland New York and India in the caseTdfe Namesake
The themes address issues inherent in this traimabset-up: the characters
themselves struggle with what one may call a “sefisgentity” in respect to their
international movement. They were all born in ac$fic country with a certain
identity, and then due to migration, had to adat hew country and a new national
identity.

This is in strong contrast to the unique and défierexperiences of the characters in
films such asMonsoon WeddingndSalaam Bombayvho do not travel across
borders in the physical sense, for the films aténssingle locations and the focus is
on issues of one culture. However, these chardoténaverse borders, even if only
figuratively. The differentiation betwediteral andfigurative borders is very
relevant to studying Nair’s films, as they not odbal with the changes that physical

migration brings, but also refer to those changpsraon goes through internally
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when in search of belonging and identity — an intgoadrpoint for our discussions in
Chapters 2-4.

With respect to Susan Friedman’s redefinition ef ttrmsbhoundaryandborderland,
which | foundmost useful, as they seem to offer interesting dsins for the

discussions to follow:

More recently, Susan Friedman has experimentedthéhdea of boundary
and borderland, where by boundary she means “d fine separating one
side from another, often symbolically marking diéfiet sovereignties and
loyalties”, by borderland, she means “an indeteatanpotentially shifting
and broad terrain across and through which intaralltraffic and transaction
circulate”. (Souter and Raja,2008:p22)

If we had to apply Friedman'’s ideas to an “inteioral” film such adMlississippi
Masalafor example, one might argue that the charactave lsrossed an external
boundaryand are therefore now bound to a different séaw$ and loyalties, which
impinge on their lives. By contrast the characterthe “local”’ filmsMonsoon
WeddingandSalaam Bombay!,with their internalized conflict and focus onuss

with identity, are clearly caught in a ‘borderlandthin themselves

Aim of the thesis

The aim of this thesis is thus to explore the wafrkndian filmmaker Mira Nair, and
to engage with her engagement with themes of iyeatid belonging in three of her
major works. The approach is specifically and pritya thematic analysis of the
three films in relation to the issues in questiocussed on characterization and
contextualization, rather than a discussion of Barethodology as film-maker in
cinematic terms. Naturally aspects of her techamigill be considered, notably her
use of audio-visual metaphors and characterizaéind this will be discussed in
relation to a number socio-political and socialgisyjogical issues derived from

general background research.

Structure of the thesis
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To provide a context for my discussion of the tHiles | have chosen to work with,
namelySalaam Bombay!, Mississippi MasaladMonsoon Weddind,have
discussed notions of identity and belonging hemd, @hapter 1 will utilise critical
work, interviews, and other published sources irgga film to briefly describe
Nair's development as a film maker and consideresofithe key qualities of and

influences on her work.

Chapters 2-4 will undertake an analysis of thedlilens, looking at a particular form
of identity (see the provisional categories abokeferring to Nair's own comments
on the films as well as academic articles on timesfi her work and issues such as
identity, nostalgia, home, belonging, marginali@aatimmigrants, street children and
the like, in order to interrogate Nair's exploratiof the particular ideas. The 3 films
will not be studied in chronologic order, but wiither be studied in a sequence that
allows us to look at the different aspects of idgritom the outside in, as further
diagrams in Chapter 1 will illustrate. This willlpthe focus on identity slowly from

national identity to personal identity.

The concluding chapter (5) will turn to the potahgffect of these films on the
society from which they derive, and will seek tormto some conclusions about the
effect these films may have in challenging, shaind/or influencing ideas about

nostalgia, home, identity, and so on.
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CHAPTER ONE:

Mira Nair as Filmmaker

Allow me to clarify some of the language that | @imng here. First, is hybridity
a static state of being or a process of becomihdfink that there is a tendency
to oscillate between the two possibilities; howdvarefer to think of hybridity as
a dynamic entity, always in the process of being lb@coming at the same time.
By using the term hybridity, | am allowing for higbidentities to be vulnerable,
if not openly, to transformation(Viswanathan,2005:p13)

Introduction

Since the release of her first major fictional fil§alaam Bombay!in 1988, Mira

Nair has steadily built up an enviable reputatiantfer art films. In the first place she
has established herself as a respected femalaatired¢he world of Indian film with

an impressive repertoire of films over the pasyérs. In the same period she has
also gradually become an internationally recogndiegttor, amassing audiences in
the West with some of her more popular films, sasiMonsoowWedding (2002and
Vanity Fair (2004). The respect gained in the West has allowed heratce films on
bigger budgets, with high profile actors that heagulted in even more audience
members watching her films. All of this has beeocaaplished despite the secondary
position women tend to hold in India, and indeesiritlative obscurity of Indian film

in the world.

Nair’s training and history seem to have had mbastust a passing influence on the
kind of filmmaker she has become. She is a citifethe world, having lived in

India, New York, Uganda and South Africa respedyivbut this multi-national

aspect of her life seems little more than an extensf her youth, which she spent
growing up in India and studying at Harvard. la firocess she has developed
something like a multi-cultural filmic voice, makjriilms about relocation,
immigration and multiple national identities anédmally amassing a vast range of

experience.

Starting out as a documentary filmmaker at Harkdmdversity, she gradually moved

on to the fictional film, first with a local focufter with an international focus - but
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all the while tapping into her own cultural roats;luding the Indian stage and film
industry. Visually one may illustrate her positiorthe form of a diagram (see Figure
1)

However, how does all of this information have mpact on our understanding of

Nair as filmmaker?

If we had to look at Nair as a filmmaker in relatim all of these matters mentioned
in the chapter, namely her documentary backgrobedrole as an international
filmmaker, her positioning in terms of typical BpMtood film and her filmmaking as
a female minority in a male dominated industrypacsfic picture of Nair is
developed. We may view her as a filmmaker on sélevals. If we move from the
outside inwards in her circle of belonging, as shd&low in Diagram 1, we will see

that she is representative of quite a few roles.

International Filmmaker

A Female Filmmaker

Indian Filmmake [.".-."

Diagram 1
Under each of these ‘titles’ Nair functions in &sific way, and it is important to
note this as it will provide context and backgrodoadeach of her films, which in turn
relate to each of these ‘roles’. With this diagriapropose that Nair is first and
foremost an Indian filmmaker, with the subjectmdia and its people being closest to
her heart. One could also say that this is theasy her flmmaking that has

become part of her filmic signature, the elemeat e recognize her films by.
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Second to her Indian filmmaking identity is thathefr female identity. Her filmic
voice is very strongly associated with that of fimale, in the way she portrays
strong, multi-faceted female protagonists, as aglihe attention to detail that is
apparent in every relationship within her films.eWill also look at this aspect in
more detail in the latter half of this chapter.stlg, as stated in the beginning of this
chapter, Nair has grown into an international filakar of some esteem; however this
aspect of her filmmaking is still in developmentdanot yet as established as the two
other characteristics. Furthermore, we can lodkede aspects of her filmmaking
identity in relation to her films: iMississippi MasaldNair is positioned primarily as
an international filmmaker, iMonsoon Weddingpropose that she is exercising her
power as both an Indian and a female filmmaker,iarfghlaam Bombayhe is

acting as a Indian filmmaker, commenting on theadaessues of her country.

Just like Nair’'s identity as a filmmaker can bersaehave different levels of
belonging, her films can be further categorized amalyzed in the same way. This |
will attempt to do in Chapter Two to Four. The aso apply this model to the films
themselves and use the information to gain morenstanding about how these films
can be related to the different kinds of identijopefully this will enable me to draw
a diagram of belonging that will show the levelsd&ntity and integration that each

of Nair's characters experience within her films.

To illustrate this, let us turn to Figure 2, wheérevisit the “circle of belonging”

illustrated in Figure 1. Here | seek to categohs#’s films according to their focus.
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Internationally based films: Mississippi Masala and The Namesake

Diagram 2

Following the formula of the previous diagram, thituence of documentary films
would therefore form the basis or core of Nair'fiexiion of works. This includes
some of her first films likéndia Cabaretetc. Next follows her locally based films
encompassing these documentary film styles andninideher circle of renown and
expertise. Lastly, her internationally based filane probably the furthest removed
form her original training yet have exposed hea twider film base, and increased her
renown amongst international audiences. When Bigdyer films, as mentioned in
the Introduction, | wish to start working from ttotside in’, withMississippi

Masalaas my point of departure, working upSalaam Bombaytb conclude.

Some key influences and contexts

There are many influences one might discuss, bilisnchapter | want to focus on
four issues which seem to me important in the disicun of the three films to follow
in Chapters Two to Four: Her work in documentalyfiher exposure and response
to Bollywood, her relationship to other prominemdian film makers and the
situation women face in Indian society. These mfices led her to develop a
distinctive signature, a specific “voice” in filmhich we look at before we turn to a
consideration of the thematic responses to heritmarant international life in
Chapter 2.
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Nair and the documentary film

Nair started out as a documentary filmmaker at Bi@hniversity, making amongst
othersindia Cabaret (1985)a film about exotic dancer€hildren of a Desired Sex
(1987) a documentary about the abortion of female fest@sdSo Far From India
(1982) about the life of a newspaper seller and his lfariWhen she turned to
making feature films in 1988, her films were strigngfluenced by this experience,
and she tended to echo the grittiness and intimnaayacteristic of the documentary
style. InSalaam Bombay! (1988pr example, the lack of visual opulence and cglou
as well as the close and personal scrutiny of tia@acters within their specific
environment seem purposely to suggest we are Igadia documentary film. The
subject matter focuses on the lives of the stred#dren within a large city such as
Bombay. The film almost resembles a wildlife documiaey about baby animals
surviving in a jungle. The children are seen aptting to cope with abandonment,
foraging for food, searching for shelter and figgtfor survival. This film documents
different types of behaviour amongst different gr@occupying space in the city.
Nair thus uses elements of documentary type fibmelay a sense of reality and

truthfulness to the audience member.

In Monsoon Wedding (200®)e same effect was created through the usamd-held
cameras, a technique which results in the auditzgdmg as if they are watching the
work of someone who has secretly been filming bome video camera, capturing
truly natural and believable interactions betwesnify and friends. This technique
reminds one of the Dogme films - an attempt torsé@ey from any kind of smooth
and polished film created through post-producthart,instead shot in real time, with
very little added effects. This is not to say thla is a follower of the movement at
all, but there are strong similarities. More tllaa visual elements, it is the search for
truth and meaning that comes with documentary $itylenaking that seems to have
had the greatest influence on Nair's work. Evenuth the budgets allocated to her
films have grown, and hand-held cameras and asttest scenes are no longer
compulsory, Nair has maintained the honest andisaing approach that is required
of a documentary filmmaker. Kemp explains theiarif this ‘honesty’ in

documentary film:
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In the 1930s the idea arose in Britain and the h#$the documentary was a
kind of social truth-telling, and could be usedagsopular educational tool. It
was at this time that the documentary's somewlyategrutation as an
educator was cemented... By tlime some common documentary
characteristics began to emerge: a general refectiartistic and political
values of the commercial cinema as representedolywbod, an absolute
belief in film as an art form, and for the mosttgapolitical bias to the left.
Also after the Second World War came the introdurctf lightweight 16mm
equipment, which made filming cheaper, and morable to filmmakers

working mostly on locationKemp,2003:p1)

Perhaps one of the most dominating influencesokkperience in documentary
film making is her determination to show us thesesg of the milieu within which
the narrative unfolds. This has become a tradewfaner filmmaking. She, for
example, vividly captures the specific mood andifigeof a city through sound and
image — this is equally true of Kampalahtississippi MasalaDelhi inMonsoon
Weddingand of Mumbai irBalaam BombayShe fills the narrative with flashes of
city-scapes: cars and bicycles on a busy roadthetic swirl of a open-air market,
dank and dusty tea shops, towering buildings amnglyaillboards, a funeral in the
slums and so on. Thus we are always consciougegilace in which the film is
centered, as if she does not want us to lose sfght particular city we are dealing
with. Through the use of visuals Nair manages ¢ tloe audience firmly in the

location.

Nair says of herself: "I'm now a person of the ldarbut | know where | came
from". (Orenstein,1992:p60) In relation to othaternational filmmakers who make
nation-specific films out of their hosting coungjéair is internationally based and
has not lived in India for a long time, yet sh&m®wn as someone who focuses on
making films about India. Her most popular filMpnsoon Weddingspecifically
brought her very unique style of flmmaking to therld’s attention. It also became
one of her most commercially successful films. Adang to Q Magazine it was a
“...surprise success which not only stayed in the. th@ 60 for 30 weeks, but also
enjoyed a successful run in the U.K and India.”y(002) For American and

European audiences the film produced a rare ingighthe modern Indian life,
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without the extremely fantastical elements assediatith traditional Bollywood film.
For Indian audiences on the other hand it stiltamed enough of the Indian ‘masala’
film elements to make it a film to be seen. Thapis that the film, depicting a
modern Hindu family, is upbeat and easy to watolmic even. However, it is not
solely filled with frivolity and magnolias, for Neamanages to combine the inherent
lightheartedness of the family affair with a lodkn@ore serious subject matter,

weaving persuasive scenes about abuse and farydities into the overall narrative.

Such films demonstrate that Nair has a decidedapiabout the social responsibility

of the film maker. This is eloquently displayedaim article she wrote fofariety:

In the new "global village" of incessant imagesraasingly | see the failure
of mass media to impart actual understanding. @vésactive pluralism gives
one the illusion of knowing a lot about a lot wheartually you know a
smattering about nothing at all, leaving in its wa audience so thoroughly
bludgeoned by little bits of information that orsdeft confused and

consequently apathetic politically. (Nair,2002:p1)

Nair seems to see no point in making films abasues that are not closely studied
and researched, films which leaves the audiencebmepartly ill-informed. Perhaps
it is this sense of understanding that she evakései viewer that makes her so

compelling and ultimately so successful.

As noted earlier in the chapter, there are vardmeaimentary style aspects in the two
films Salaam BombaydndMonsoon WeddingThis extends to the casting of the two
films, as they were both locally based. Salaam BombayNair chose to work with
street children who were not real actors at alis Tesults in a raw, uncut, unpolished
feel which permeates the film. Nair frequently makee of close-ups that focus on
the undisguised emotions of the children. Spet#atiniques were employed to

capture some of these very natural moments.

Not a single scene in this movie was shot on arset a studio, and some of
the scenes - including a funeral procession - wkat with hidden cameras, to
capture the unrehearsed behavior of the spectékotgika,2007:p668)
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These children were able to ‘perform’ these pagtsalnise of the fact that they were
quite familiar with most of the emotions. The andsinger and anger that the
characters were expected to feel and portray wagtong these children were faced

with on a day to day basis.

For Monsoon Weddind\Nair ended up using members of her own familytter film,
as quite a few of the actors who were cast inithregurportedly did not arrive on set

for the start of filming.

Next-door-neighbours were pressed into servicetmss(one of them has
moved to Bombay and started a new career as asartCostumes were
provided by Nair and her family. Paintings and ofv®ps were borrowed
from friends. (Roten,2002:p1)

Through the use of material and props that weeadly readily available, and not
specifically created for the filmMonsoon Wedding therefore almost reminiscent of
the some of the Dogme film conventions. The Do@aenovement aims to
represent reality as closely as possible. The bumaders felt that flmmaking was
being taken over by special effects, post-productind technology, and therefore
vowed that filmmaking would be returned to its mirf@rm. The resemblance of
some of the aspects bfonsoon Weddintp this vow is especially relevant to the first
three points of the Vow of Chastity that can bebon the official Dogme 95

website:

1. Shooting must be done on location. Props arsdmnsast not be brought in (if a
particular prop is necessary for the story, a iocatnust be chosen where this
prop is)

2. The sound must never be produced apart fronmtages or vice versa.
(Music must not be used unless it occurs wheradtkee is being shot).

3. The camera must be hand-held. Any movement wroibility attainable in the
hand is permitted. (The film must not take placekeithe camera is standing;

shooting must take place where the film takes place
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4. The film must be in colour. Special lightingnist acceptable. (If there is too
little light for exposure the scene must be cud single lamp be attached to
the camera).

5. Optical work and filters are forbidden.

6. The film must not contain superficial actionurders, weapons, etc. must
not occur.)

7. Temporal and geographical alienation are falbid (That is to say that the
film takes place here and now.) (Viberg and Von Trier,1995:p1)

Nair and Bollywood

For an Indian film audience today, the dominatmiguience in film is that of
Bollywood. Binford makes the following comment ab&ollywood film in 1983:
‘With an audience averaging twelve million a ddy tommercial cinema is
generally assumed to be the most influential masdivm in India’. (Binford:
1983:34) Today, in a country that is seen as beimgof the fastest growing
economies in the world, this figure is grossly olutlate, and one can only imagine
that with the emergence of the internet and glebaimunities that this figure has
vastly increased. In 2005, the industry was alyeadducing between 900 and a
1000 films in year, in comparison to Hollywood’s®@fiims annually:

The potential for growth is huge even though thadn industry is already the
world’s largest producer of films with some 100Gaally, according to a
2005 report by the Confederation of Indian Indusing accounting giant
KPMG. (Singh,2006:p1)

Based originally on the musical and dance integti@is of ancient Hindu texts, the
films have evolved into dealing with non-secularttes, and even address modern
day issues such as inter-caste marriages and@hoiiowever, internationally these
films are mostly known to follow a formulaic pattewhich is slightly adapted for
variation, whilst maintaining the essence of Bolbpd: extravagance and spectacle
interwoven with song and dance. Song and danckaavever, not the only
distinctive characteristic of Bollywood film. Despithe gradual decline of religious

content in Bollywood films, the movies produced stilhere strictly to certain belief
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systems that stem from the origins of these filMkis belief system differs vastly
from that portrayed in most Western films. Forrapée, until 1997 and the release of
Jismno kisses were ever shown on-screen. Becausi pligplay of affection is not
approved of, sex scenes are almost still unhearahaf in place of that a whole new
style of eroticism specific to Bollywood has devedd in the form of ‘wet sari’

scenes. These involve scenes where the heroilneaming of her true love, and
becoming drenched in the rain whilst calling ot hame. Instead of then showing or
acting out her desire physically, it is hinted gtlbe sensuality of her body that is
accentuated by the wet sari clinging to it.

But lovers are not the only characters that fegtuoeninently in Bollywood films.
These films also include a range of other stereo#ypndian characters namely a
disapproving mother-in-law, a doting father figuae, evil nobleman and a clowning
best friend. Alagh and Malhotra summarise it deves:

Hindi films have a predominantly formulaic traditigLutze). At the centre of
the plot is often a love story, wherein lovers coene great odds to be
together. Sometimes the love story ends in tragetign the odds are too
great to overcome. A variation on the theme sthtiféesfocus from the love
story to a ‘revenge’ saga, often based in the gteugf ‘the common man’
wronged by a powerful villain (often representeca®rrupt politician or
policeman, underworld don, etc.) who must fighs tavil to avenge himself,
his family and/or his love, or who justifiably cses over to the underworld
until he sees the light or is killed himself. Ting@queness of the Hindi film is
often located in the fact that most Hindi films amasical, a fact sometimes
attributed to the linguistic diversity of the conn{Barnouw and
Krishnaswamy). (Alagh and Malhotra,2004:p19)

Despite the predictable storylines and sometimeslfrus mid-song jump in
locations, Bollywood film has resulted in a filmltue that influences lives on
multiple levels. It influences the way young pleogiress, re-enforces social values
and has even been known to incite riots, as waesabke with the filming of Mehta’s
Fire (1996). Dasgupta quotes Abbas and Sathe:
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Although the impact of moves on the Indian popullags not yet been studied
systematically, scholars focusing on films as papuaulture speculate its

influence to be quite strong. Abbas and Satheewrit

In a country where less that fiver per cent (sigy br read newspapers and
books, the Hindi film is the only popular form d@erature and art for the
vast masses of the common people. Their contabtpose is the dialogue
that they hear; the only poetry that enriches tings is the poetry of film
lyrics. Hence the importance of the talkie that educate and inspire the
people even when entertaining them (1985:p369)

Dasgupta furthermore writes:

Since Hindi films serve as a cultural link in tivek of immigrants, it is
imperative that the messages of these films aseblaexamined....Thus,

along with religious ceremonies, cultural everdaaguage classes, and regular
visits to India, Hindi films have become an inadeat tool of teaching.
(Dasgupta,2006:p173;175)

Thus it is clear that not only is Hindi film or Bplvood a dominant form of
‘literature’ in India, but it also serves as an eational tool which certainly serves to
influence lives. This once again serves to empkasie responsibility of the director

to make films that are worthy of being called fa&ure’.

The quotes above and on p.26 show that not orBgliywood worthy of
international recognition as a legitimate film isthy through number of viewers and
films produced annually, but also Bollywood hasdtvn star system, and as

previously mentioned its own unique values andhyst
The reference to ‘Bombay Hollywood’ is in many waysaseful term to

describe a specific set of industrial practicestaa system, ideas about genre

and style and an overall entertainment ethos. (8th2005:p2)
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There is an element of optimism in its films thatiés the poverty and lack of
education that befalls most of India’s populati@ood often triumphs over evil, the
lovers mostly (if not always) end up together, asdan antithesis of Hollywood,

chastity is celebrated and protected.

On an international level Bollywood has not onlge®ed accolades however. It has
endured its share of disparagement, being stramgigised for being illusionary and
propagating false images of India. Films haveaasmgly been featuring upper caste
Hindu’s living in expansive mansions, as is theecasviohabbatein(2000) and even
the remake of the classic filBevdas (2002) This narrow-minded portrayal of

Indian families points to the fact that Indian filmmbecoming increasingly elitist in

the kind of characters it portrays, and does riat tato account the greater part of its
population who are illiterate and poor. Rob Gavd quotes th®xford Companion

to Film in a scathing article on Indian cinema, refertingt as follows:

Neither creating a coherent imaginative world sfatvn nor reflecting the
social reality of India, the popular Indian filmeates a limbo of song and
dance, of sentiment and melodrama, which is comiftytflattering to the
wealthy among the audience, seductively escapish&poor.
(Gowland,2002:p1-2)

If we look at the films of Nair in relation to tlaove-mentioned statements, we can
see that there are distinct differences in heragugr to filmmaking. Firstly Nair does
not believe, as we see in the quote at the begirofithe chapter, in making films
that do not convey meaning and understanding tadlkiénce. Nair states that what
makes her passionate about filming is “to commurigath people”
(Schwartz,2004). Simply creating a film that isudlly striking but empty in terms of
content is not Nair’s style, and in this instanee films are quite different from that
of mainstream Bollywood. Although admittedly shepboys principles similar to that
of Bollywood in some of her films (Schwartz,200dhe generally shies away from

formulaic narrative and what she calls “a kind gfhhkitsch”:

Well, I'm sort of an odd bird, because | don't igddelong to the Bollywood
system or to the commercial Indian system, andalveays done sort of an
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oblique thing from it. But | enjoy a lot and leaarot from it, besides the
themes | mentioned that were common. Emotionahindf a scene is very
important in Indian cinema. | wouldn't say Bollyaa, because Bollywood
sort of implies a kind of high kitsch. I'm talkimgpw much deeper, like the
Gurudutts or the old Raj Kapoor and the great coroiaks from commercial
directors, you know? And that kind of emotiondkint of every scene —
especially when you're doing so many parallel s®at once, and trying to do
so many things in every one scene — that learminthat emotional dagger-in-

your-heart kind of thing, is from Indian cinema..Sahwartz,2004:p6)

Distancing herself even more from the typical Baibpd film, Nair employs
spectacle, music and dance in her films specifidallenrich narrative and add
meaning, and not simply for mass entertainmenttaadbonus of selling movie

soundtracks - as is often the case with Bollywalmast

The obvious example Balaam Bombayhne of Nair’s first full length feature films,
which is almost a direct antithesis of a Bollywddoh. As has been pointed out in
the Introduction, colour in the film appears mutiedfact the film almost plays out
entirely in shades of grey and muddy browns. éfilm any references to

Bollywood are made in a satirical fashion, or gt of contrast. The smiling faces
of Bollywood stars staring down from billboards et mock the pitiful existence of
the destitute people below them. Dance and mesues to highlight the difference
between the perceived wealth and fame that Bomibyagasedly provides to young
people. Itis in powerful contrast with the squajmverty and hunger of reality. The
boys on the street manipulate the famous sondseafihematic screen and sing them
to their victims in parody. In addition, there @@ magical transportations to foreign
locations mid-song. Instead, the only ‘transpastdtany of the characters
experience is either drug or alcohol induced. alit,fmost attempts to leave the
physical parameters of the city are foiled time agdin. The freedom of mind and
body that the typical character in a Bollywood fimould have is not shared by the
characters in this film. Once Krishna is led itite city by the boy who stole his paan
masala, there is no way out for him. When he toesscape with Sweet Sixteen the
couple are quickly captured again by the brotheufizers’. Nair shows us how the

crowd physically swallows Krishna and Rekha in ohthe last scenes in the film.
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As they attempt to cling to each other for suppbey are almost violently torn apart
by the surging crowd. If the same scenario hgudy itself out in a typical
Bollywood film, Krishna would probably have beenetwated for ridding society of
a known criminal and drug dealer, instead of béimther isolated and ultimately

abandoned.

However, other films make more obvious use of Betlpd references, and certain of
her more popular films share certain techniqueb tié Bollywood style. However,
the real difference lies in thweays in which Nair’s films deal with the truth and the
harsh realities of life in India or life as an Iadj which are her themes. It is not that
she does not embrace song, dance, spectacle tgpecabcharacterizations or
situations, but that she consciousbesthese principles in new and decidedly more
truthful ways. Instead of simply portraying an ppeotective but well-meaning
father figure in a one-dimensional narrative, slakes us think about the reasons

why this man has ended up being so afraid of riejecr failure.

In Monsoon Weddingpr example Nair uses the songs sung by the ybudg’s

female relatives as a wedding tradition as a metti@bnveying to the audience the
despair the young bride is feeling on the eve ofwexlding. Instead of singing this
song herself against the backdrop of exotic andgihg dreamscapes, as would have
been the case in a Bollywood film, Nair's songsfilhe viewer with gentle,
melancholic emotions that perfectly captures Aslifibsitioning as a girl who is torn
between wanting to do the right thing for hersaifgd doing the right thing in the eyes

of her family.

Mississippi MasalaandThe Namesakalso share some of the principles of
Bollywood film, although in their case it is mo@do with thematic content. One
issue that Bollywood currently addresses with feggpy is that of issues surrounding
immigrants or NRI's (Non-resident Indians). Onggia, however, there are clear
differences in the way these issues are handldeifilms. In these two films there is
a kind of ideological, nostalgic element that mmitar to that of Bollywood. In a
traditional Bollywood film the ideal Indian familgnd culture is celebrated. There is
sanctity in the relationships between fathers ams$ eind mothers and daughters.

Blood is always thicker than water and honour amgldience is the accepted way of
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life. For example, this is depicted in many daseguences, celebrating the
friendship between two men, or the love of a siien brother. IrDevdas (2002)

the young heroine’s love is visually depicted byoddamp that she keeps burning
despite all the years that she is kept away fromidwer. A scene featuring the young
woman singing to and dancing with the oil lamprniseaample of how her longing for
her loved one is interpreted. In Nair's films howeMonging, be it for a person or a
place, is not shown through the action of danad@mords of a song sung by the
hero or heroine, but rather through visual hing gortray the emotions of nostalgia
for a person, culture or place. In other wordsa typical Bollywood film a longing
for a person or a place would be played out thragjtons, through a kind of dream
sequence in which the character is transporteddthar world, or country that
features more entertaining backdrops. In Nailfss the dreams would be portrayed
in a much more realistic way, without jumping tadtions that have no bearing on
the storyline at hand, and would most likely betfagred as an actual memory, as is
the case iMississippi Masala.The nostalgia or longing will show itself as an
undercurrent of thought influencing every actiod decision a character makes. Jay,
for example, will never completely settle in tharoounity of Greenwood, as he still
yearns for his life in Uganda. At the same timewhll not form strong bonds with
any other male in his life, as it makes him longHis friend and confidante Okelo in
Uganda. These ideas are not displayed to the vieman obvious way, but are
hinted at through, in this case, the inability @y do accept his environment, despite

everyone else around him attempting to do so ineSoay.

A few of Nair’s other films, however, do have mafevious traces of Bollywood
influence. These films includéama Sutra (1996)and some visual aspects\u#nity
Fair. In these films Nair utilizes the Bollywood comimns for her own more
serious purposes. Kama Sutrashe employs a Bollywood-style visual opulence in
some of the scenes, as well as, according tostich as Rajesh Gopalan,
employing a staid storyline involving a prince, gesan and princess. His criticism is

quite severe, but in some cases quite understadabl

In case anyone should have forgotten just how rmatsly racist and idiotic
Hollywood's portrayal of the "orient" can be, di@cMira Nair has decided to
jog our memories with her recently released fikema SutraBy filling the
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movie end-to-end with sadistic princes, exotic hagerunaway slave-girls,
conniving eunuchs and moustachioed guards wielclimged swords and

limited vocabularies (yes-saheeb, no-saheeb), iNaifaithfully reproduced
many of the most outrageous and absurd stereobfpesia that Hollywood

has ever invented...

It would be easy to dismiss this phenomenon aisdgénre altogether as
benign stupidity, and indeed, many films like Kema Sutraare so
appallingly poor in every respect, that they vasgehe comical. But in an age
where Hollywood's cultural savagery stalks virtyalery corner of the globe,
it is disturbing to think that people even in thee East or South Asia are
often learning of their own cultures and histoti@®ugh this distorted
perspective. One is only reminded of the tragedfath America's
devastated native population, who learn a crudeatare of their own
traditions and history through "cowboys-and-injufishs.

(Gopalan,2005:p1)

If one had to take the criticisms and weigh themiragt the commercial success and
money made by these films, one would be able tdlsgtya certain ‘falsity’ was
indeed noted by the audience. Neitkama Sutranor Vanity Fair, one of Nair’s
Hollywood based films, managed to create the samd stir in filmic circles as

did Salaam BombayMississippi Masalar Monsoon Wedding

Vanity Fair, although meant to depict an English/British viewnp this time around,
received the same kind of criticism of portrayiads€ images as Kama Sutra In

this film Nair admittedly used Indian elements sasimusic, Indian dance, costumes,
peacocks, tales of elephants and other exoticuresain India; however, her honesty
in interviews about borrowing these elements frooflyBvood film was not seen as
being the same as delivering a truthful portraydhe life and times that Thackeray
wrote about. Nair specifically changed one scamgjhich the protagonist Becky
Sharp dances a Bollywood inspired dance for anesuegi, a scene which specifically

resulted in criticism from viewers.
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Why was there so much Indian culture in a filmisegarly 19th Century
England? Is it realistic that Reese Witherspoonahdvy of scantily clad
court ladies would perform a Bollywood-style “slad@nce” for the King of
England? (Cavagna,2004:p1l)

Given that the films titles include a dedicatiorthe late Edward Said, of
Orientalismnotoriety, perhaps one ought to be grateful thatitm’s Indian
sequences don’'t show lashed coolies bleeding @ugeEngland’s enormous
new wealth: instead, the film’s ‘exotic’ Indian s@&s could come right out of
tourist brochures and J. Peterman-style safarlaratas, with red, rugged
Rajasthani forts under piercing blue skies, danpeasants, swaying
elephants, and dashing men in riding boots. (Fareg904:p59)

Although the use of Indian culture and filmic irghce in the making &fanity Fair

is questionable, it is undeniable that these elésngare apparent to and noted by
audiences and critics alike. It is therefore cteat Nair is capable of emulating the
Bollywood energy even in films that would traditadly not be associated with this
kind of film. Whether this is always the rightatgy is debatable. What seems to
work for Nair is an honest and open approach torfibking, especially when it
involves real people shown within their own ordynanvironments. On the other
hand, her attempt to use Indian culture and inffesrwithinVanity Fair could have
been a deliberate attempt to create an alternptieé of view on the classic by
Thackeray. And perhaps it does succeed in doisgtibwever the original intent
was not, like Baz Luhrmann’s 19%%meo and Juliesemake, or Gurinder Chadha's
Bride and Prejudicg€2004), to give an old classic a fresh and mod#arpretation.

It was never marketed as being a modern interpoeteind was therefore not viewed

with the expectation of it being such.

For the perfect example of a film where Nair marsagpebalance both honesty, truth
and yet make overt and conscious use of Bollywdexhents, we have to return to
Monsoon WeddingAs Greer reports:

Nair has said of this film that it freely makes wédBollywood conventions —

large canvases full of interwoven characters, gtiaictures that move from
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one melodramatic crisis to another and an overntdagnsuality, visual and
auditory. There are even songs recognizable frefhkmown Bollywood
epics. (Greer,2002:p1)

In the first place it is a film about the celeboatiof life and specifically of Indian
culture. It involves all of the characters thatubstereotypically be present in a
family-based Bollywood film such auch Kuch Hota Ha{(1998)andHum Aapke
Hain Koun (1994) for example the two star-crossed lovérs proud and happy
parents, the dreaded mother-in-law, etc. Nota¥ilynsoon Weddinglso features
several song and dance sequences (which will bewl#ia in more detail in Chapter

Three) that serve as a visual reminder of Bollywaod its influence.

Though the film emulates many of the more obviduaracteristics of a Bollywood
movie, it never becomes a culturally exclusive stytised depiction of India, but
actually uses such conventions for its own purp@@esve shall see later). In the
event howevenlonsoon Weddingroved to be particularly appealing to internagion
audiences, many of them unfamiliar with the Bollypadilm as genre. This appeal
may possibly derive from the novelty value of th@lBvood elements themselves, a
point also to make perhaps with the success offilke Lagaan(2001). Interestingly
enough, this film had already piqued interest fimitics a year earlier. Having said
this, it must be noted that this obvious Bollywanfiuence resulted in a fair amount
of comment from critics. The film enjoyed greatrouercial success, but to some,
sacrificed some of the reputation of reality anddsiy that Nair had built up in her
previous films. However, it was not the Bollywemdpired aspect of song and
dance and the kinds of characters that displea#t@mscbut the sentimentality that the

film entertained. Laurier argues the following:

It must be said thaflonsoon Weddingtacks the deck in such a manner as to
distort reality. Are there arranged marriages incWwhboth parties are
attractive and intelligent, so that a potentiallyisfying relationship develops?
No doubt. Are there Indian upper middle class fasithat treat their “help”
with respect and even affection? Probably. Is aenooless seamless
coexistence of elements of tradition and modemgddssible? Yes, under

certain conditions. However, if all the social “eptions to the rule” in the
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film are added up, one confronts a narrative tmaply stretches credibility.
(Laurier,2002:p2)

For Laurier the film, by incorporating so many Bwbod film sentiments, loses
some of its power and persuasiveness. For clikied aurier, the intention of film
should be much more than simply entertainment.rieateels that it's a medium
which has the ability to act as a reflection okaain society, as well as a product of
its values and norms, and therefore has a resplitysibwards its viewerMonsoon
Wedding for this critic, does not fulfil this responsilyl. What Laurier fails to note

is the context in which the film was made. Aftee bombing of the Twin Towers on
September the 1% 2001, the aftermath of this was widely felt. Bty financial
markets were affected and the general world view @rege of mistrust and pessimism.
Fear of another world war outbreak became a realitych further depressed the
global state of mind. Thus the environment in vaair's Monsoon Weddinwas
made belied the depressed state which the worlcewaeriencing. Its ‘small town’
focus on family values and general optimism wastémk contrast to the emotions that
the rest of the world, specifically America, waslfieg. While one understands
Laurier’s concern that a flmmaker of Nair's caédvorrows so freely from the
Bollywood genre, it is also important to realisattthere must have been a specific

intent behind Nair producing this film at suchraei

| refer to a more extended version of the quotenfem article Nair herself writes in
September of 2002:

I make images in my work. | don't pen words, esgicnot words to be
delivered from church pulpits. So | experiencedagegony writing this essay,
particularly since it was also meant for publicatiantil | began to see it as an
opportunity to think aloud with you on what has t@®ssessing my mind of
late, in this tumultuous past year since the whtsiglate of 9/11/01. | have
been reflecting on the torrent of ceaseless im#geding our lives: in print
media, TV and of course, in our popular cinemamately asking myself the

age-old questions Ter Braak raises in his stillaaldessay: what is the role of
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an artist in any society? What is the place angréubf cinema in the world
today?

In the new "global village" of incessant imagesr@asingly | see the failure
of mass media to impart actual understanding. dWsactive pluralism gives
one the illusion of knowing a lot about a lot whaartually you know a
smattering about nothing at all, leaving in its wal audience so thoroughly
bludgeoned by little bits of information that orsdeft confused and
consequently apathetic politically. Perhaps th@sisitention. As was
reported in the New York Times, the fact is thatle/images have become
more and more international, people's lives haweameed astonishingly
parochial. This ironic fact of contemporary lifesispecially troubling in
today's war-mongering times, when so much dependmderstanding worlds
so different, and consequently totally dividedpfrone's own. In this post
9/11 world, where the schisms of the world are pe@mented into huge
walls between one belief and way of life and angthew more than ever we
need cinema to reveal our tiny local worlds intladlir glorious particularity.

In my limited experience, it's when I've made mfthat's done full-blown
justice to the truths and idiosyncrasies of thesjgally local, that it crosses
over to become surprisingly universal. Tdkensoon Weddindor instance.
(Nair,2002:p1)

After reading this passage, one has a much cleaderstanding of whiylonsoon
Weddingspecifically was made in such contrast to thea&dtair’s films. It was a
reaction against all the doom and gloom and dejpre$isat the world was assaulted
by, and the film serves to affirm the small pleasuof family and union.

Ironically enough, iMonsoon Weddingonformed completely to Dogme 95, it would
be in direct contrast to traditional Bollywood filnwhere sound is dubbed post-
production and temporal and geographical alienat@most a pre-requisite. Yet,
both Dogme 95 and Bollywood elements are undenipldgent irMonsoon
Wedding What Nair seems to imply with the use of bothhafse influences, is that
Bollywood and the way it relates to the world hasdme a kind of reality to many
Indians. As mentioned earlier, it has resulted mevolution of sorts, taking not only

India, but also the rest of the world by storm.llf3@ood has, as critics like Bagchi
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point out, affected discourse regarding feminisith dominant values. (1996)

Tremblay comments that:

Unlike the western films which exhibit a wide vayi®f genres and themes,
this single genre (popular Hindi film) totally domaites the Hindi film industry

and has earned the Bombay films the pejorativegdation of formula films.

The pervasive influence of films on the formatidrsocial identity can be
partially attributed to this homogeneity of genfgocial mores and norms for
individual conducts are as much a product of tbke§ of the game’ set froth
in the films as of the existing societal valuesditative of the film’s popular
appeal, the fashion industry thrives on the sucoébindi movies and the
popularity of its heroes and heroines. The ldtastdo’s and clothing styles
reflect those most recently displayed in the filni$e tailoring business in
North India, and more recently, boutiques in thgammetropolitan cities as
well, have been little more than keeping up with demand for film-inspired
fashions. The conduct of relationships betweenvlesexes receives its cues
from the films. (Tremblay,1996:p303)

When one thinks about it, this societal responseilshonly be expected if it is what
they are confronted with on television and whaytligten to on the radio. It almost
sounds like a sci-fi film in which subordinates ardoctrinated by popular culture;
bombarded with it on billboards, big-screens, vaigers and the news. Nair is
perceptive enough to realise to what an extentyolbd has permeated everyday
Indian life, and she attempts to show this sulatlyg in her films. The way that the
family in Monsoon Weddinging together at the dinner table at the engagepaaty
is a perfect example. The song they sing is &dmt a Bollywood film, another
example of how Bollywood is absorbed by the Indigatity. Even at this very
traditional event, where all of the traditionaltcmél practices are in place, the
‘modern 'influence of Bollywood is noticeable. istembedded in their everyday
lives, and it is as much a product of Indian cdtas it is a reflection. In summary, it
is possible to say that Bollywood film has becorag pf the formation of cultural
identity, and has actually started to influencewifag Indians perceive their cultural

reality.
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Other Indian Filmmakers

Bollywood is not the only kind of film made in Iradiand thus we also need to look at
Indian filmmakers who produce films outside of tbantext. Specifically, there are
two Indian flmmakers who have also achieved gseatess in making Indian cross-
over films. The term cross-over implies a movenisrh a more traditional kind of
Indian filmmaking to films that have more of anamational appeal, as well as
crossing over from more commercial cinema to amawse cinema. Two
contemporary directors stand out in this regard, raoticeably, they are both female:
Gurinder Chadha and Deepa Mehta. Both, as wéleawy marginalized as
filmmakers by being female, are exceptions in tleeldvof Indian film because they
have distanced themselves from films that areenatbrds of Tremblay “culturally
naive”. (1996:p303)

Mehta’s films, whose subject matter includes sersissues such as lesbian
relationships and the position of widows in Ind&tiety, have been subjected to
violent opposition from the Indian population. Tieming of Water (2005had to be
suspended due to riots and vandalising of theagsetwas eventually completed in
another country as the production could not comtimuindia. Her films, like Nair’s,
are primarily about belonging and different forras of identity. This theme is

revealed strongly in interviews, much more so timamose with Nair:

“I've never felt Canadian. | used to be upset &abeing called an invisible
(sic) minority, that's what they called colouredple there. | used to come to
India and was called an NRI [Non Resident Indisgreh The problem was
not about belonging anywhere; it was a dislikeldels...Now | feel very
happy being who | am, Deepa Mehta" (Ramchandaviéhta views herself as
a kind of cultural hybrid. Quoting a charactemfir&alman Rushdie’s
collection of stories East, West who is asked wéelte is British or Indian,

Mehta says, " 'l refuse to choose.' That's hovell. fé refuse to choose. |
spend about half of each year in each country.d®lyghter is a Canadian.
I'm an immigrant here, and | wouldn't stay exclagnin either place.

(Desai,2002:pl)
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And furthermore:

India gave me a certain passion to make films,"sstys. "Canada gave me the
freedom to express that passion. | can't help taw drom both. That's the soll
that a hybrid comes from(Gilmore,2002:p1)

Mehta’s work therefore definitely comes from a rarmg personal interactions with
different cultures and countries. The above-meaeiibquotes also show us how and
where her inspiration originates. In relation aifNMehta seems to be much more
vocal about her Indian roots and internationaktijge and the resulting identity
confusion. On the other hand, both filmmakers doraslyuite a serious approach to

making films about India and its population.

Gurinder Chadha is best known for films liBend it Like Beckham (200ahdBhaiji
on the Beach (1993)Although she deals with serious issues surrounidiatity,
gender expectations and racial divides, Chadhaitkdfi prefers to look at these in a
light-hearted manner through the use of cométigse two films are specifically
concerned with diasporic Indians who live in Englamd other places abroad.
Chadha differs from Nair and Mehta in that she natsborn in India, nor educated
there, and this could be a reason for her moretamag thematic content. When
asked about her fillBend it Like Beckharmeing compared tbly Big Fat Greek
Wedding (2002)she states:

| wanted to make a film that entertained audiereebalso, make them see
the world from my point of view and from the poaftview of someone who
is Indian and English at the same time. (Fisclh@32y1)

For Chadha it seems more possible to merge thédeviities, possibly because she
is one generation removed from ‘coming from Indi&he herself notes this

difference stating:

Deepa and Mira went to school in India. They arthtbelhi girls. That

shows up in interesting ways in their work. On ¢itleer hand, | went to
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school in Southall. | have been in England all ife; | My links with India
were through Hindi movies in the local theatres.avéda different
relationship with the West. | never see myselim®utsider in the West.
(Jha,2004:p1)

This statement is markedly different from that ofiMia, and provides interesting
insight into the different attitudes towards thf@dmmaking. Nevertheless, all three
filmmakers are essentially concerned with exploissyes of identity and belonging,

be it cultural, religious, national or sexual.

The role of woman in Indian society and the film imustry

This brings me to the last ‘context’ | wish to ex@ as a backdrop against which Nair
produces films. Mehta’s quote stating that Canadaided her with the ‘freedom’ to
make films is quite revealing. It is not exceptibmor unusual that both of these
directors only found their true voices in the WeEBhis does not mean that they did
not have voices or opinions while in India, but giythat the West gave them agency
through which to project these. Mehta moved tod@iann order to make films and
Nair received a very important part of her adulieation in America— these
influences provided them with an opportunity tonbere vocal about their beliefs, as

it would not necessarily have been possible indndi

The fact that Mehta’s films were so violently oppdsind created so much furore that
they had to be completed elsewhere, give us anatidn of how strong the resistance
is against traditional values being challengedesEhtraditional values include the
marginalization of women on a social level, whictedtly affects the career

aspirations of any woman in India.

The statistics are sobering, which makes the pslgurrounding the social status of

women in India much more tangible:

India is one of the few countries where males $icantly outnumber females,
and this imbalance has increased over time...de&ysung girls in India
exceed those of young boys by over 300,000 eaat ed every sixth infant
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death is specifically due to gender discriminati@f.the 15 million baby girls
born in India each year, nearly 25 percent will lnat to see their 1%
birthday. (Coonrod,1998:p3)

India is a magnificently complex country with 15ioaal languages, and
subtle alliances among politicians and fundamest&lreligion and culture. It
has a rich tradition and a colonial past. A counfrgreat sophistication and
medieval practices (UNICEF reports that 5,000 Indiedes are still
murdered each year because their dowries are aadidhsufficient), it is a

natural home to opposite§Gilmore,2002:p1)

Thevars (an Indian tribe) prefer sons who can stamfbr the family. They
consider daughters as a liability on two countsstFthe family honour resides
in the proper behavior of women, and men havedhpansibility to protect
them. Thevar folklore has several ballads thatdyvdescribe and praise the
valour of women who commit suicide to save themifg honour. Second, it

is the responsibility of parents to arrange maesaf@r their daughters to an
upward mobile suitable “boy,” which can prove difflt. Furthermore because
of the practice of dowry, marriage has increasimiglgome more expensive.
(Mahalingham,2007:p241)

In nineteenth century British colonial India, offits monitored high-status
caste groups for female infanticide and negleattes. It soon became
apparent that the agricultural caste of Jats irPtngab (both Hindu and Sikh)
presented an alarming child sex ratio, in somegsatowing only 694 girls
per 1,000 boys (Malhotra,2002).

Among agricultural castes in north India, land wraslitionally given as a
major component of dowry for each daughter’'s mggiddence more
daughters meant more dowries, leaving less lanthéodaughter’s natal
family; land was a limited resource and presentedalogical constraint
which led families to limit the number of daughtarsd instead select for sons
(Hudson & den Boer, 2004: Mahalingam & Haritato302, unpublished
manuscript). In the state of Punjab, extreme fasfifemale neglect (e.q.,

infanticide, neglect, sex-selective abortions) hpeesisted, such that sex
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ratios have remained extremely skewed, record@8&girls per 1,000 boys
aged 0-6 in the 2001 Census of India. (MahalinghathYim,2006:p717)

Socially writers of literature also became awar¢hefvarious injustices against

women and commented as follows:

Blessed was the mother of a son. Blessed wasithi#yfinto which a son was
born. He would extend the family line, bring irmdy and good luck and
attract the blessings of the Gods. A girl, ondtieer hand, was greeted with
downcast faces. A girl meant nothing but sorr@ne more unproductive
mouth to feed and heavy expense for the familywargpmarriage costs, the
endless demands of in-laws who had done her paadaiour by taking her
off their hands. Many despondent mothers quickiynguished the life of the
luckless baby, especially if she had arrived atidileend of a succession of
daughters — by smothering her, feeding her theopoigs sap of the calotropis
plant or the roots of the valli shrub...If she wdswakd to live, the girl was
never allowed to forget that through her the famils paying for its sins in
past births. (Davidar,2002:p31)

Subjugation of women in India is therefore a rgakind very likely to have
influenced the lives and works of its female filnkmes. It is in this context that one
must also see much of Nair's work and particul&idy interests in the marginalised
and the disfranchised. Knowing this gives us insigto how Nair’s characters (both
female and male) are historically constructed, mag enlighten Western viewers on
some of the more obscure motivations on the patietharacters. For example
Rekha’s inability inSalaam Bombaytb appeal to the government to return Manju to
her becomes understandable, as we come to realispdwerless she is in the eyes
of the law. Ria’s hesitance in revealing the traftiout her uncle is placed in context —
the shame and discontent she would bring to thdyfamould be too much for her to
shoulder alone in the flmMonsoon Weddig Mena inMississippi Masala’s
family’s outrage at her rebellion in dating Demedris explained - it is simply not an

option for an Indian girl of a class like Mena’skiaush off a suitor like Harry Patel.
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It is from this background that one of her majarties, identity and belonging, also
derives, a point we shall explore further in thatrieree chapters. But, before we go
there, let us briefly consider some of the key abtaristics that appear to inform

Nair’'s work in film.

The Voice of Nair

As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, Namdining and history cannot be
discounted as one of the largest influencing factor her filmmaking. The various
countries she has inhabited have left an indefitdek on her style of filmmaking.
Despite having the ability to speak with and tosthenultiple voices, Nair manages to
maintain a clear perspective in her films. Shesdihis by placing intense focus on
the individuals themselves in her films, clearlyidi@g the contexts in which they
operate. It is as if Nair has a need to descriloevasually show us the kind of
environment within which the character operategesit is only then that we can
truly understand why a character reacts in a spegédy under specific

circumstances.

Context is therefore very important to Nair, bugusbly content is even more so.
Nair manages to use her contexts in conjunctioh thié physical spaces the narrative
plays itself out in to convey specific messageseioaudience. In such a way she
takes her responsibilities as a flmmaker veryaesly. She has managed to use
situations like that of Uganda to make the worlceawof the atrocities of xenophobia
within an African context. She also educates wathe emergence of a modern

India by depicting the complexities of arranged niagies inMonsoon Wedding.

However, having said that, as a flmmaker thisdfghat the mass media has a
responsibility towards its audience leaves Naihwirtain artistic problems,
problems which challenge her abilities as film nraded artist and perhaps drive her
filmic technique. For my purposes, key questiotatesto how she herself is able to
ensure that her films ‘impart actual understandang] how she manages to make
films about issues of specific importance in Ingiet appeal to an international
audience. Differently stated: how does she kbheprtformation shared with her

audiences basic enough to be understood, yet k&epni becoming oversimplified -
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thus preventing the audience from being confromtitd and being able to consider
the true profundity of the subject matter dealh®it

To me, the answer to this question lies at the obteer nature as a filmic artist - one
who uses visual and aural images almost like at@aito create overarching images

of places and a people. She uses film and thedfilleaiguage’ of visual and aural
images as the primary medium, in order to presgntith a mixture of tragedy,

pathos, comedy, intimacy and tantalizing charaza¢ions of places and people. lItis
this skill that has made her an international filak@r of some stature. As a testament
to her abilities, she has subsequently been thgieat of various awards.Salaam
Bombay!won 23 international awards including the Camé@a dnd the Prix du

Public at the 1989 Cannes Film Festival'(Anbarasath Otchet,1998Monsoon
Weddingwas voted one of the 10 most popular foreign fiohall time (Greer,2002).

The fact that a film that is so specific to a certaulture and deals with the specific
customs of said culture donsoon Weddings, and is yet able to still be considered

one of the 10 most popular foreign films of all éinis testament to Nair’s artistry.

Part of this skill lies in her strong sense ofcgland her ability to articulate that
filmically. As previously mentioned, the way in whishe depicts the cities within
her films (e.g Kampala, Mumbai, Delhi and New Y ogkgspecificandfamiliar to
Nair and she manages to portray the essencess# titees by tapping into her roots
as documentary film maker and thus utilising a buolgture of landmark visuals and
sounds, daily events, music and small vignettésfavhich play themselves out on

the streets of each of these cities.

For example she uses two very different piecesudicinMississippi Masaldo
accompany the establishing shots of Kampala andr@reod — one a curious mixture
of African and Indian beats, the second a bluesg see immediately associate with
the South. Then she takes this definition of pkeaen further when she sketches two
very different Kampala’s: the colonial Kampala dhd post-colonial Kampala. She
manages to do this through two comparable, butllisdiverse scenes. When Jay’s
family is about to leave Kampala, and find themsslat the airport, there is a very

neat, uniformly dressed choir accompanying the egad the Indians. These children
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are young and impressionable, as we can see fre@btbented-minded way they are
performing this very pointedly patriotic song. Vhare all conforming to someone
else’s ideal, as is depicted by the uniforms theyweearing, as well as the uniformity
of their singing. In contrast to this Kampalalhis bne epitomized by the group of
dancers in the street that Jay encounters upaetuish to the city. These are a group
of individuals united by chance through their pasdbr music and dance. People
drum around not because they are forced to, bubfduee will, and every performer
is also performing their own interpretation of thasic and dance, not a prescribed
piece, as in the previous case. The costumesabayare vibrant and colourful and
once again individualized. In such a way Nair tesaus very specifically in two

different versions of the same city.

These are all small details that add up to a langderstanding of the characteristics
that make each of these cities unique. Howevealhaudience members will
necessarily relate to the cities that she sketfdrass so vividly, or even the variety
(and often grim topics) in subject matter: anyghirom street children to immigrants.
But similarly to the way in which Nair constructsexognisable identity for these
cities through small details, she also managesitd bp the individual and specific
identitiesof characters through small details. She utilsesryday situations and
everyday people that we encounter daily as theciefor the discovery of the
intricacies of identity and life in general. Tilssthe other aspect of her films that can
be described as having universal appeal. We agviedo not feel like we are
watching a story that is completely unrelated toawn lives, as these characters are
shown going through their daily struggles just &de. Pimmi attempts to keep the
peace by soothing her husband with fooMionsoon WeddingMianju inSalaam
Bombay!complains to her mother that she doesn’t have aends, just like any

other child in the world at some point does tortihebther. Mena iMississippi
Masalais scolded by her mother for wearing the wrongesha scene that becomes
comical because it is such a familiar one. Naifltag are not based upon the actions
of heroic firemen or crusaders or leaders, buterattempt to isolate the heroic or

challenging in normal lives.

The results of the processes looked at abovelars fihat are layered with meaning

and multi-dimensional characterizations, utilisargl exploring strong themes that
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are greatly concerned with the concept and formaifadentityand an immense need
to belong Indeed, this notion of identity and the concomtitsense of belonging
appear to be among the most recognisable and ieng@tibjects in her work,
contributing largely, | believe, to the general eplpof the films. All human beings,
whether young or old, rich or poor, at some stagéeir lives, need to make
decisions about themselves and their identity, vincurn may also shape who and
what they may possibly become, and where they eldins these imperatives and
the truths underlying them, that Nair seeks to aétlrough her various
interpretations of individuals, families and comriti@s, and it is this shared search
for a sense of identity and belonging that | bediemables the international audience

to relate so well to her films.

Above we looked at some general aspects of Namikas a filmmaker, notably the
influences on her thinking and her technique. tiésr that she has a very distinctive
signature in this regard, displaying particulanwdlal qualities of style and
technique, and also that she has particular pmedegein setting, subject matter and

general themes. It is these thematic matters |want to consider.
So let us now turn to the first of the films todmnsidered -Mississippi Masaland

see how this film grapples with notions of identiéyd belonging, and specifically the

concept of National ldentity.
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CHAPTER TWO

Mississippi Masala and National Identity

Thus, identity is conceptualized as resulting froattural possibilities and
limitations available to individuals within a givecontext. For example
adolescents around the world may develop a bi-callidentity with one part
of their identity rooted in their local culture wianother part stems from
their awareness of their relations to the globalltare. (Graf, Mullis,
Mullis,2008:p57-58)

The notion ofmational identityis often seen as something directly related to the
specific space in which the individual finds himharself physically. As Adeney and
Lall: (2005,p260) phrase it

At its most basic, a civic form of national idewntis a territorial
identity; membership of the civic nation definedrbgidence within

the state borders.

However, it could also be more than this, refertm@n imagined or corporal space
not directly aligned to geographical or politicalrders. Thus concepts of identity
might relate not only to country of residence aurttoy of birth, but also to
associations of race, political views, nationaldaamd borders, or any other kind of
grouping or segmentation that occurs on a natilewval within a country or countries.
This definition does mean one might also have tser so-called “national
stereotypes”, associated with the people of natioagonalities or such groupings
(e.g. the belief that all Italians are loud, thdtidans are lazy, that the British are
uptight or that all Americans are fat and love hamgkrs). In such an instance, where
one has people aspiring to identify with such maladentities, one may refer to it as
an example of ammagined national identityas it relies on the generalized

assumptions of someone not part of the nation.
For the purposes of this discussion the term doesuoludecultural identity which

is something based on belief systems, conventindgtee like (to be discussed in the

next chapter), even though the two may be relateldo@ of importance to the same
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person. The fact is, a person could be aspirirgdertain national identity even

though it is not necessarily aligned to their catudentity.

The protagonists iMississippi Masala(Jay, Kinnu, Mena and Demetrius), are all in
some way trying to redefine themselves from previoientities (for example as
Ugandansand agnigrantg in terms of belonging, notably trying to undemstavhat

it is they might call ‘home’ - be it their countof original origin (India), their country
of birth (e.g. in Jay’s case Uganda, where he betsidnis national identity is located),
or their new country of residence (e.g. the USA #nadr place among the cultures
residing in Greenwood, Mississippi). In the tramial sense of the word, ‘home’
implies a place of residence, but more than thplaee of belonging, of comfort and
of acceptance, a place which can also be an expnesisthe individuality of the
person or persons living there. If one has to lab&reenwood as a home in these
terms, it is understandable that Jay and his fastilyggle to find themselves settling
in. Yes, itis a place of residence for Jay’s fgntfiowever it doesn’t evoke a feeling
of belonging in them. Acceptance is not alwayslatée from their immediate
family, as we come to understand by way of theredition between Mena and her
American cousin, and therefore the family cannet &s if they fit in or belong to this
new nation. There are other examples of theiruskah from the community found

in later scenes in the film.

The nation as a home:

In the opening scenes of this film, Mena is a yogimgliving with her parents in
Uganda, but when we see her next, she is a matureaw wending her way through a
supermarket in Greenwood. Thus Nair makes it dleas that the family has been
living here for a while, as Mena is by now quitewyn up. Yet, she also shows that,
regardless of the fact that the family has beele@xrom Uganda for at least a
decade, the family has not yet settled into thernanity and still holds on to
traditional values and conventions, while the watbut them struggles to
understand. For example, this is subtly suggestehwlena visits the Piggly

Wiggly, with her aunt in Indian traditional dressd the cashier’s impulsive outcry of
‘Holy Cow!” on seeing the amount of milk that thage buying, is followed by a shot

of Mena’s lifted eyebrows, indicating her surpriehis response to what she does not
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find peculiar from the perspective of her homeuwnat We are thus shown a lack of
racial sensitivity and minimal acceptance of diigce in the depicted society. The
family might be living in Mississippi, but as fas ¢hey are concerned, it is still not

their home, not even after more than a decadeiofjlithere.

With regards to their physical place of residenice,family lives in a motel that
belongs to Jay’s brother and his son. In this wayonly are they indebted to Jay’s
brother, but they are also psychologically definedjuests, and therefore transients
who are ‘visiting’, not staying. Nair shows usstiiansient nature of the motel space
through the turnover of the staff employed at tteeah as well as the variety of
guests who frequent it. The motel is used by caupleo need to meet in secret, and
therefore the motel is shown in a somewhat segghy, las it stoops to renting rooms
out by the hour. Even if the motel is used fgjitienate reasons, the inhabitants
almost become sleazy by association. More thamestation and negative
connotation, the impermanence of their place atlezge prohibits Jay’s family from
investing in Greenwood and its people both litgrathd figuratively. Lovell Banks

expands on this idea:

The identity-bound Indian immigrant community pested in the film works,
lives, and socializes in small Indian-owned motélie motel setting is a
compelling symbol of otherness; it operates ba#rdily and figuratively as a
no man’s land...The motel also signifies the familstate of mind. Jay is in
suspended animation. He is still a sojournerygptEary resident. Mina and
Kinnu, her mother, however, are permanent immigrantransition. (Lovell
Banks,1998:p28)

The question may now be asked: why does this raffeet Jay so much more than it
does Mena or Kinnu? Why does he, more than atiyeobther characters in the film,

struggle to adjust to this new national identityAmfierica as a home?

Firstly, Jay’s position of power as man, as Indiad provider for his family was
initially much stronger in Uganda than it is in Missippi. Near the end of his stay in
Uganda this position did of course weaken and enadiytlead to the family’s move

to America. To Jay this only makes the loss mopmaegnt. In America he does not

55



feel respected as he is not providing for his fgntilt is dependent on family to help
them survive. He does not have his title as a ofidaw any longer, which makes

him feel even more marginalized. Lastly he is éarto live in an immigrant
community where he is seen as an outsider, antsbdegls this way, as there is no
history connecting him to the place. Kinnu’s piositdoes not change as much, as
she does not anchor her identity in the natioraggddes. Instead she finds it in her
family and her position within the family. Kinnunly has to re-examine her identity
when she realizes she could be losing her daugMena, by contrast is too young to
be affected by the relocation to the same exteheaparents. She misses her friend,
Okelo, and happier days with her parents, butrtfasifests itself more in her
subconscious than conscious world. Her later liebshess is due to the uncertainty
the ambiguous positioning of her family in Ameraates in her. The consequences
of the event of relocation have taken longer toeapin her life than in that of her

parents.

Nostalgia and nationhood:

The family’s attempts to shift from their temporamymigrant identity, to full
integration into the target community in the USA@nplicated by another key
aspect of their lives, namely their nostalgic flegd about their original national
identity. Dasgupta talks about this nostalgiseimts of collective symbols and a

specific view of the “nation”:

When Indian immigrants reached the shores of tig, they brought with
them their love for the familiar world of Hindi m@s. In a new and
unfamiliar country, the immigrants sought colleetsymbols that would
represent continuity through their dislocation.aBacharjee states, “Central
to the creation of immigrant worlds is the idedh# nation — not the nation as
a bounded geographical unit but the nation as eslagjical force.”
(Dasgupta,1996:p174)

In Nair’s film Mississippi Masaldhe collective symbol that Jay’s family brings with
them to America is not Hindi movies, but rather tiolective memory of belonging

to Uganda. To Jay’s way of thinking, this is tmeanifying factor for them as a
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family, as well as the aspect that differentiates from the American Indians with
whom they are residing. The most interesting aspiethis is that, unlike the others,
Jay’s nostalgia is not related to India, whichisdultural identity but to Uganda, the
country to where he previously resided, and whielstill sees himself being a citizen
of. Significantly, therefore, Jay’s national idewtis strongly linked to Uganda, as it
was the place he grew up in, had his own childrehraade his own life. As he says
to Okelo: “I've always been Ugandan first and Bmdsecond!” (Nair,1992)
However, the fact that he is now, in Greenwoodsgifeed as an Indian (with all the
stereotyping that entails), clearly causes greatusion for him. The Ugandan
national identity that he left behind is what hasimed him, and now that it has been
taken from him, he is at a complete loss as to wietes him who and what he is.
Much of this ambiguity is demonstrated and symlealig the film through his
complex relationship with Okelo, who is really klgandan soul brother, a part of

himself that he sought to reject yet, paradoxicatigretted leaving behind.

In the process of trying to re-establish or everata a national identity, it is all the
more difficult for Jay, as he does not have a Bexunderstanding of identity and
belonging. To him, his identity is shaped by thetfthat he was born in Uganda, that
his parents worked and lived there, and that hsféthers gave their lives in building
a railway to serve Uganda. Jay and his forefathifered for the sake of this strange
country, and therefore he feels that in a sensedbserved its loyalty in return. His
sense of pride, worth and reason for existendaked to his country. To him,
identity is thus very much linked to his Ugandatiorality, and a sense of patriotism
and loyalty to it. Without his ties to Uganda, ahd reciprocal recognition of these
ties, he is lost. As the head of the householdbg éxpects his wife Kinnu and his
daughter Mena to share these feelings, but theylgldo not, each having her own

way of dealing with the problems — and this is pingzto him.

Kinnu’s reaction is perhaps more understandablestas viewers, because as the
omnipresent viewer, we get to see first hand wkaekperience with the soldiers is
when they drag her off the bus transporting thelfata the airport. When the
soldiers spill the contents of Kinnu’s suitcaseéhie mud, her last ties to the country
are effectively cut. They laugh at the tinny Indisice that comes out of the
recorder, singing about a love for India. In timement, we see that Kinnu interprets
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this as a symbol of the rejection that the Ugandeave been harbouring all along, but
never shown. In her mind, she does not belongg@nda, and she has never
intimately known India, therefore Britain or Amedics just as good as any other
place — and as worthy of her loyalty. Far moreansmt for her are family and

cultural identity.

Nair emphasizes this emotional distance from theghnd its objects by showing us
the relief on Kinnu’s face when she gets back entihs. She immediately reaches
out for her family, ignoring the fact that her bedings were damaged. Nair moves
the wide shot of the bus and inhabitants to a elgsef the family and their
expressions to highlight the intimacy of the momeh#ater on in the film, we also
see that she keeps a photograph of Okelo and Memaher liquor store. Once
again, she shows affection and longing for peapdé¢ places. To her, family is her
sense of home. Significantly, Kinnu is never shawrhave any flashbacks or

dreams, as is the case with Jay and Mena.

In Mena’s case, what Jay does not take into acdauris attempts to cope is that
young children are generally much more adaptalae #uults, not having established
firm notions of identity and belonging yet. Quliterally, unlike her parents, Mena
does not have a lifetime of memories that she dvaisstard. This does not mean that
the transition for Mena was easy, but her relocatioa different country does not
come with as many pre-conceived notions as Jays.ddherefore her idea of
identity is much more fluid and flexible, she caamisform as the situation requires.
Added to this, Mena’s recollections of their timedganda are overshadowed by the
tension and unease felt in those last days befieie évacuation. It is therefore not
such an idealistic view of the country. She asged Uganda with the loss of friends,
as the prolonged wave to the little boy at her baigygests, as well as a vital part of
her father. In none of the flashbacks from thasedays does Jay seem happy and
carefree, and possibly this is what Mena subconstiaemembers. Mena becomes a
type of ‘citizen of the world’, adapting to whatespace or country she finds herself

in.

As suggested in Chapter 1, a key feature of alt’&ims is their sense of the place

and her use of landscape as a reflection of tleenat “landscape” of the characters.
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In Mississippi Masalahe uses this technique specifically with referdncéay and

his family, linking Jay’s memories of home to ta@discape of Uganda. In this
depiction of the country of Jay’s memory, Ugandsembles a kind of Garden of
Eden. It is always lush and green, and we neveasgesigns of the usual African
landscape that includes poverty or houses uncoaffiyrcrowded. Noticeable is the
fact that he does not reminisce about the facésvefl ones, or the fates of the people
who helped him and his family. Instead, his fleetks show the house they lived in
that symbolizes the kind of life he lived therevek though he leaves this very
cherished home in the hands of a servant, we gatdp see the face of the servant,
as in Jay’s memory, this is not what is importahhe fact is he had to let go of his

home, his house and his belongings.

Nair proceeds to further enhance these imagesimthd of the viewer by

contrasting the visuals of Mississippi starkly witi®@ memories of Uganda. The sheer
size of the family’s living quarters is vastly difent, as well as the nature of their
accommodation. Whereas in Uganda they lived intwduked like a large home
overlooking a green valley, in Mississippi the fminhabits small rooms in a motel
owned by Jay’s family. In Uganda the hills looksdt and rounded, cushioned by
green vegetation; in Mississippi the landscapéatsaind grey, a world of concrete and
asphalt. In Uganda the house belonged to them asdilled with their own
belongings, in Greenwood the room they live in hgkto their family and is filled

mostly with borrowed furnishings.

Supporting this dispiriting vision of Mississipi the motel, a symbol of all that is
transitory and fly-by-night. This is not a refuige people who want to get away

from the city or a luxury holiday hotel where pempgb to pamper themselves; it is
nothing more than a stop along the way, a restiagepon the way to somewhere else.
The sign of the motel constantly reminds us of ttassient status, as it shows the
number of rooms vacant — a building waiting to iled with people in order to have
meaning and purpose. The carpets in the motallea@ed professionally to erase
any signs of permanency of stay. To an extentfelelg like his life is passing him

by, much like guests pass through a motel. Theadsb a restlessness that stops Jay
from settling down and dealing with his new plateesidence. Instead he is caught

in between two spaces, the Uganda of his memonigshe reality of Mississippi.
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Being othered from the inside out:

For Demetrius’s family, national identity takes adlifferent form. Unlike Jay and
his family, they have been living in America fomgeations, although they were also
originally immigrants or slaves. Also unlike J&yey have invested in the
Greenwood community, both literally and figurativelDemetrius’s father has
worked as a waiter in a local restaurant for yesmng, Demetrius himself owns a
carpet cleaning company that services local mot@ksspite this, the family has not
been accepted into the community nor does it whamiymit to and accept the
community. They live in a more permanent statmafginalization than Jay and
Mena. Whereas Jay and his family have a speditionality to idealize a return to,
Demetrius and his family have for so long beenldisgd that they have no choice but
to accept their marginalized position — and thisrgually comes to define them.
Demetrius and his family thus become resignedeo status as outsiders, whereas

Jay, Mena and Kinnu are still battling with it.

The subsequent interaction between the marginatjeeaps in their different stages
of adaptation and varying approaches to dealing thi issue is what Nair attempts
to investigate. She sets up the issue quite @athe film, with the scene where
Mena crashes into Demetrius who in turn crashesarwhite man’s truck. The
cultural clash/crash is therefore signified, arglrécriminations begin. Tension is
clearly visible in the aggressive body languagthefwhite man getting out of the
truck, and the debate that immediately starts batviemetrius and him. When a
black policeman arrives on the scene, the resaligi©uping of coloured against
white, with Mena and Demetrius reluctantly havioghelve their own irritation with

each other in the face of the white man’s angerthrehts.

The divide between black and white and black anéaimis highlighted elsewhere in
the film as well. The white wife of the owner bktrestaurant where Demetrius’s
father works refers to Demetrius as ‘the good oinehlying that he is one out of the
rest of his race that is not. When Mena’s cousiii’&wedding is underway, Nair
shows us two white men in conversation, portrayiogonly a racist attitude, but also

ignorance and disregard.
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White man no. 1: Send them back to the reservatat’'s what | say.

White man no. 2: How many times do | have toysell, they are not that kind
of Indians. (Nair,1992)

But the racial divide does not end with the whidenenunity in Greenwood; it is
extended to a third party, as Tyrone’s commentamBtrius after the failed tryst with

Mena proves:

Tyrone: You want their money you better leave ttieraigners alone.
(Nair,1992)

The word ‘foreigners’ in the quote signals a xeraiph response in the black
community, set off by their exposure to the Indiamilies. There is a display of fear
at an immigrant community that seems to align treves with the white community,
more than the black community, who take jobs andaydrom them and then
reluctantly feed it back into the larger communifihis scene also indicates that there
is a degree of exploitation and manipulation beirgrcised by both races, and that
even though the black community is marginalizedH®ywhite community, it does

not stop them from marginalizing the Indians imtur

Lovell Banks also refers to the issue of solidaaityl group identity:

Other barriers exist which make racial coalitiorsAeen Blacks and Asians
problematic. Specifically, the ‘group insularigf both the Asian and Black
communities fosters misunderstanding and distrGsbup insularity results
from a racial or ethnic group’s hostility towardhet physically distinct
groups, and towards that group’s actual and pezdetultural differences.
(Lovell Banks,1998:p10)

Alicia, Demetrius’s ex-girlfriend displays a similkind of behaviour when she tells
off Demetrius after his affair becomes public, sagythat there ‘is no shortage of
black women in Greenwood’. By implication she lsoesaying that she believes
people should stick to their own kind.
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Lovell Banks offers an interesting perspective lua tather baffling racism amongst

the marginalized:

Both the Black and Asian Indian communities shdyegr external behaviour
and modify their culture to appease powerful Whited gain some measure

of equality, whether economic or social. (Lovedriks,1998:p31)

If this argument is seen as the base from whicketio families and communities
operate, one can begin to understand why theyairahte to reach some communal
ground for mutual understanding. If both commesitiaces are aspiring to be
socially equal to the white community, then one tioaise left behind to be subjugated
or marginalized. There is something of the Darartisurvival of the fittest” in this

process.

This metaphoric battle is also being fought on heofront within the society, namely
as the constant battle for power, more specifidatigncial power. If a community
cannot reach equality in social terms, the next dgson is to have so much financial
power that it supersedes the need for approval fh@mvhite community. In
Mississippi Masalawe are shown how this scenario leads to the dowoiféloth
aspiring communities. Each group attempts to lisether for financial gain;
Demetrius promises not to sue Mina’s cousin fauriejs sustained, and is thus
ensured of a customer base in the Indian motelsen/the relationship breaks down
because of cultural differences, the financial aspéthe relationship becomes a tool
of manipulation. Demetrius, who has grown up inretfependent country where
focus is very much on the individual and their desi clashes with Mena’s family
who are still very traditional and feel responsitiethe sexual reputation of the girls
in the family. He sees their relationship as aahthat she is free to make for
herself, whereas Mena'’s family see it as a moapfwopriate what is theirs for
himself. In the process Demetrius is not only itisg them by assuming that he can
date one of their women, but he is also ruiningreputation as a chaste Indian girl.
Demetrius proceeds to threaten Anil and other naselers with litigation, seeking

compensation for the business he has lost. Batimumities are once again left
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scrambling for power. As one of the Indian womeMana’s cousin’s wedding sums

up the situation:

Gossiping woman: You can be dark and have moneygwcan be fair and have no
money, but you ¢& dark and have no money and expect to
get Harry PateNair,1992)

In this instance, she is of course referring to Merhances of getting Harry Patel,
the young man with very rich and upstanding parasta possible husband. But the
comment rings true for the rest of the communityat, if we apply the same
formula and substitute Harry Patel with equalitgd @ower. It is this premise that
ultimately leads to the uproar created by MenaBewhetrius’s relationship. Both
Demetrius and Mena are dark and have no moneythaydchave invoked the wrath of
the white community by ‘not knowing their placehdayet they still expect to lead a
normal life. Added to this is the fact that thégoahave to deal with the disapproval
of their own communities. The abovementioned gatge refers to the fact that
within the Indian community there are certain valaed attributes that weigh more
than others. A lighter skin is much more attraetivan a dark skin like Mena’s, so
even within the communities there are levels ofaatatus. In the black community
it is not much different, as Demetrius’ former ffigdnd shows. She herself is much
lighter skinned than the rest of her friends, akelsl to show off the fact that she has
managed to move out of the neighbourhood and have@essful career. When she
then returns to her neighbourhood, she belittlesn@&gus and instead turns her

attentions to her white companion.

Like all of the characters in Nair’s film, they lewgptions: they can either end their
relationship, appease their families and commusitie they can go in search of a
new life for them both elsewhere. Either wayythee forced to sacrifice something:

if they stay —their love and their idealism, anthiéy go — their family and friends.

This perspective is reinforced when we considerctse of Jay and Kinnu. For
almost their entire lives, they have been on theide of whichever community they
were living in. In Uganda, they were part of thdian immigrants, in England they

were the Ugandan immigrants, and in America, theically enough, end up being
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the Indian immigrants again. Whether they are andled or thrice exiled from their
primary identity/nation makes no difference, ithe fact that they are removed that
makes the situation problematic. What Nair is apptly trying to show us is that
everyone, in some sense, experiences some kirgtrahgement in their lives. For
Jay’s family it was an unfortunate twist of fatatlt happened three times. Nair also
does not attempt to give us the solution to deakiith the estrangement, or the
answer to belonging. Instead, her films exploeeittdividual choices confronting a

range of characters.

So, let us now consider three distinctly differapproaches to finding a place of
belonging through understanding of and identifmativith a specific national

identity.

Forging a new national identity:

Confronting the past: Jay

For Jay, the betrayal by Uganda and in his mirglfie@nd Okelo, results in an
embittered view on existing systems and laws inridga The years he spent there
working and living are completely lost to him themment he is exiled. Instead of Jay
seeing this exile as the machinations of the distirand evil individual 1di Amin,

who preyed on the insecurities of a nation, Jayshas to take it as a very personal
rejection. Thus the bitterness of being rejectgthle country he so gladly dedicated
his life to, proceeds to infiltrate every part & being. It changes the way he looks at
the world around him, and his mistrust grows inrgtreéng that is not known to him.
His ability to adapt to his new environment is inmpd and his relationship with his
wife and his daughter suffers, as he increasinglyst his frustrations inward. His
lives his life in America as if he is sleepwalkinggiting to wake up and find that it

was all a bad dream.

Whereas he was a formerly a powerful man, respextddesteemed by his peers, he
has become humiliated and downtrodden by the ewemis life. For him, the only
purpose now is to attempt to receive recompensalffthhat was lost. What takes Jay

a long time to realize is that none of these thraysever be replaced. In essence,
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his obsession with receiving compensation for hasemalistic assets lost is in actual
fact a mask covering his true emotions. It islmistanger at the Ugandan government
that is slowly killing him, but his anger and dipaptment in himself for abandoning
his friend Okelo like he did.

Jay’s approach to dealing with his sense of digptant is to refuse to deal with the
potentially new national identity he is faced witithe present, and instead to
constantly seek to return to the national iderigyhad and believed in prior to their
exile. He is thus not completely passive, forsstill struggling to find meaning,

acceptance and belonging, albeit in the past.

Thus, when his only daughter seems to follow indmee idealistic footsteps by
attempting to cross the colour barrier, he is aeieed to put a stop to it. His
approach, however, only serves to alienate histdaugven further. Jay has not
been a happy man for a long time, and Mena i®albtvare of this. Trying to prove
to her that ‘people stick(ing) to their own kind’a desired state of being, whilst
being so publicly dissatisfied himself, becomes @ther way of working through
his own issues with identity and belonging. Whawy dives this advice to Mena, he is
really trying to convince himself of this fact, ftire alternative is that he has made all

the wrong decisions in his life up to this point.

Nair creates a specific visual environment in wheelech of her characters are
perceived to function, and in Jay’s case, it isaghalways in or close to the motel
when he is in Mississippi. In fact, we only sem venturing out three times, and all
of these are significant occasions. There is ¢hkisid of insularity to Jay’s state of
being, as if he does not want to be touched byth&ide world again, in fear of being
hurt and disappointed. Instead, he chooses taldpiertiime writing letters to the
government of Uganda, or ranting to others abaiutifairness of his exile. His
isolation makes him blind to the struggle of othemsund him who are in the same

kind of position, including Demetrius and his commity.

A core part of Jay’s dilemma is the way in whichi©i@aunted by what he sees as his
betrayal by his friend, Okelo. When Idi Amin isthé height of his power in Uganda

and propagating the removal of all non-black Afnisalay decides to speak out and is
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subsequently arrested. The only person who cgnhie is his Ugandan friend,
Okelo, who wastes no time in freeing him. Afterdarinstead of congratulating him

for his bravery and patriotism, Okelo advises hinget out of the country.

Okelo: Africa is for Africans, black Africans. (Ng992)

Okelo effectively tells him that he does not belamghe country of his birth any
longer and to Jay, this seeming rejection by fosest childhood friend is almost

more devastating than being arrested. Eventualiythe safety of his family, Jay
concedes and leaves the country along with thossahather Indians, but refuses to
greet Okelo. In Jay’s mind Okelo has come to regmeexile from Uganda — he is the
enemy and Jay refuses to acknowledge him. Wheardags in America, instead of
recognizing the fact that the Indian and black camities in Greenwood are both
marginalised by the majority, Jay starts seeingiths the enemy, as the equivalent of
the blacks in Uganda who had exiled him and hislfanHe therefore projects all of
the anger and the confusion resulting from Ok€leetrayal’ onto the black

community of Greenwood.

Even though Jay and Kinnu, as already mentionec tHacided to stay on in
Greenwood, the longing to return to Uganda newrde him, as Nair shows us in a
series of flashbacks to their life in Uganda. 8ihe has severed all ties with his
friends in Uganda, memories and letters are alllihia him to his country of birth
and these become an important aspect of Jay'sSi#dly, the memories are strongly
tinged by nostalgia, and do not represent thelifeghey had led in Uganda. Jay’'s
eventual return to Uganda signifies a need to oofinis past, before he can move
forward. The emotions that surface as a resutiotlaughter’s choices in life
eventually force Jay himself to seek to re-evallidevziews on Uganda and exile.
His return visit is thus an attempt to either vatelor reject these views, to ascertain
whether the exile of his family and others likertheeally did change the country and
result in a new Uganda. Jay once again need=ta seciprocal change in the
country of his birth, in order to feel that the nbas he went through in his own life,
have meant something. If Uganda really has chafgdtie better during his time in
exile, he will somehow feel that it was worth ftat he played a part in its

transformation.
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Jay and Kinnu, as already mentioned, decide tomtayp Greenwood. Jay’s final
visit to Uganda seems to awaken the truth withm.hHe realizes that the landscape
is not nearly idyllic enough to make up for theefrils that he has lost. This time,
instead of the countryside and the buildings aedstreets, it is the people that
fascinate him. Ironically perhaps, he moves toething approximating Mina’s
people-oriented point of view and is literally ‘tthed’ by the people of Uganda,
when a little child in a crowd reaches out to patface. The answer for Jay is that
there is no answer. All that is important is lamily, and with a sense of family,
there is always a home. And thus he returns to&in America, having confronted

some of his demons in Uganda.

Trying to blend in: Demetrius

As descendents of black slaves, Demetrius andahiglyf have been marginalized for
so long that they have simply come to accept itaAsunger boy, Demetrius strove
to align himself with white dominance that he péred as being in power by
educating himself. When his mother falls ill, heidiged to take care of his father,
and he is forced to quit his studies. Insteadtair@ing power through knowledge, he
now has to develop a different method of likeninggelf to the community in power.
Demetrius then subconsciously tries to align hifresed his family with the white
community by attempting to prove to them that hene of the ‘good ones’. If he
cannot attain equality through knowledge or momeywill attempt to attain it
through respectability and trust. The image opeesability emanates from every
aspect of Demetrius’ being. His clothes are coraefe - button down shirts and
chinos — very different from the kind of 80’s fashioutfit his brother wears.
Demetrius’s van is painted a calm authoritativeegreanother way of portraying
responsibility and cleanliness. He is the one pieks up his father at the restaurant
and takes care of him. He scolds his younger brdtir conforming to the stereotype
of black youths, sitting on street corners listgnio rap music. His friend Tyrone
comments:

Tyrone: You're so righteous; you should have be@neacher. (Nair,1992)
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As in the case of Jay, who is associated spatiatly the motel and visions of
Uganda, symbolizing his ambivalent state of idgniltemetrius is also associated
with an object that signifies his idea of belongirg his case it is his van, which not
only is the mode of transport for his business sufzkequent income, but was also
financed by the white owned bank as an investm@&athim, this is a form of
acknowledgement of his hard work and respectabilltgerefore, we never see
Demetrius far from his van. It is through the \adithat he meets Mena, it takes him
and Mena on their first date, it is next to the wdrere they have their first fight, and
it is also their means of escape when they leaee@vood. The van symbolizes

affluence, respectability and independence to hihof the traits that he admires.

Nair extends her exploration of this theme throtighintroduction of Alicia, his ex-
girlfriend. Alicia is noticeably light skinned arths made a successful career for
herself in modelling. She, like the white commyrshe comes to symbolize, looks
down on Demetrius for being who and what he is.eWhe meets her in the bar, he
tries to impress her with his carpeting businesstliis does not mean much to her.
In his frustration he uses Mena to try and makeialjealous. This initial
exploitation of Mena’s interest in him becomes syiitbof the relationship between
the different communities within Greenwood. Blg®ople use their power over

foreigners or Indians to impress or appease theeghand vice versa.

Demetrius’s subsequent attachment to Mena catchrebyhsurprise, and his original
reason for going out with her slowly fades awaye Telationship that now develops
becomes symbolic of what is possible when commesitease to manipulate each
other in a play for power. Once an attempt is ntadghow understanding and

respect for another culture or race, the barrimd to fall away.

The situation between Demetrius and his familyoisiplicated. For Demetrius, this
is the second time in his life where something Inelyois control has sidetracked him
from reaching his goal — first it was to get an@ation and move up in the
community, the second time to have an uncomplicegkdionship with someone who
happens to not be of the same skin colour as hira fifst goal was thwarted when
his mother passed away and he had to abandorubissto take care of his father

and younger brother, and the second time whenubméss he has spent years
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building up, is ruined by the clashing communiiie§&reenwood. The difference is
that this time he has a few choices on how to déalit, which is what Nair focuses

on.

In an interaction with his brother after Demetrausl Mena'’s relationship is revealed,
Dexter states that he is in favour of Demetriusilea Greenwood. Demetrius, of
course, snubs him, but the comment plants a sednmetrius’s brain. When his
mother died it was Demetrius’s obligation to lodteahis younger brother, as there
was only one breadwinner in the family, but thmsdiaround, Dexter himself is
grown-up and can therefore look after himselfa lsense, Demetrius’s leaving
Greenwood allows for Dexter to become a man. \Wighever-present protection of

an older brother he would never have learnt todstanhis own feet.

Demetrius himself now gets a chance to start ovér mothing holding him back.
There is no-one who knows his past, and no respitihsto anyone but himself and

Mena. For him, thus is the beginning of a jourtwfind a place of belonging.

The new nationhood: Mena

Mena is not only the youngest, but also the onbggonist in this film who actively
pursues an understanding of her national identiystly, she does this by accepting
the ideology that her current country of residestesmds for, and using this as a base,
attempts to find a place for herself within it. €Sdoes not close herself off and
become isolated like her father, nor does she simtept the status quo as
Demetrius and his family do. Nair portrays heag®ung, curious and wilful woman
who is interested in interacting with the worldamd her. Unlike her parents, she is
prepared to invest something of herself in the comity, and unlike Demetrius, she

does not really expect anything in return.

Mena’s attempt at resolution for the conflict cezhby her inter-racial relationship is
to abandon Greenwood and attempt a new life elsewha voluntary exile in a
sense. The urge to step away from the centrerdficbis a natural one, but in this
instance, it is a surprising action for the setasd Mena to take. Nair has not

shown Mena to be easily intimidated at all, as wevk from the fights she has had

69



with her parents. She is also strong enough teysubemetrius with determination,
finally forcing him to stop by the side of the road talk to her. Yet the decision to
leave Greenwood with Demetrius appears to be maitély and quite impulsively,
and in this case, she does not choose to breaiethe to her parents in person, but
chooses to rather phone them. This action cantbgneted in two ways: either she
is scared of facing her parents for fear of gudtking her stay, or she simply sees no
purpose in any more conflict. The fact is, nothuagn be changed by their not being
there, but as is proven by Demetrius and his fasdituation, neither does staying in

Greenwood and attempting to balance the racialtesjua

Thus, although Mena is the driver of the searchafoew national identity, it does not
necessarily lead her to an actual viable ident8iie leaves Greenwood, as her
parents had left Uganda and England, still in deafder place within a nation. In
truth, Mena and Demetrius travel on to new placksre/the same old scenario is
likely to play itself out again. A searching andious spirit is therefore not enough
to be the agent for change; it is the ability tdhbeest and true to oneself, as well as
the willingness to deal with confrontation thatmikately allows for the change and

the creation of new identity.

Nair displays Mena’s independent spirit in onehaf first scenes where we encounter
the grown-up Mena. We are shown a beautiful youaman pushing a shopping
trolley in a supermarket. This tells us two thinghe is independent, as she is at this
point alone, and she is in control, as she is mgstiie trolley with intent. The rest of
the scene supports this first impression: wherahet gets distracted by toilet paper
on sale, Mena is quick to remind her of the origintent of the shopping expedition.
Furthermore, she is portrayed as mobile and comifidaen she drives her cousin’s
car. This is in direct contrast to her aunt, wimplores her to driver more slowly, and
who chooses to sit in the back seat. Even wheadbelent occurs, Mena does not
become hysterical and submissive; instead she ésutioi situation admirably,
remembering to ask for Demetrius’s insurance detaid remaining calm throughout
the altercation. Some part of her must also kntwatwier cousin’s reaction is going
to be when she gets home with the dented car,diwgven this causes her to lose her
calm. Mena has thus grown from being a quite shait little girl into a street savvy

young woman.
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Nair shows us that Mena understands her new naieratity, and more importantly,
her personal identity, by focussing on the varivags in which she interacts with the
world around her. When her ancestry is discuskedssinformed and open to
guestions. To Mena, race is an interesting facatmérson’s identity, but it is not the
defining factor of who he or she is. To enhances ifliage, Nair does not create a
specific association between Mena and any fixedespa object, as is the case with
Jay and Mena. Instead, she is shown in a widg afrgpaces, including public and
personal spaces. Mena is thus defined as somethamgexplorer; she is drawn like
a moth to a flame when Harry Patel takes her oatrightclub. She quickly joins in
on the dance floor and is in no way intimidatedhsy fact that she only knows two
people in the club. When she is alone, she islggaiaease, whether it is in her room

or outside by the pool.

As she did in the case of Demetrius, Nair here at&s costume metaphorically to
support our reading of Mena'’s character. Mena isty comfortable in a sari and a
pair of jeans, and her comfortable mix of Indiafidgan and American styles of
clothing is a clear indication of her adaptabibityd assurance. When she meets up
with Demetrius by the seaside on her birthday stvegaring a beautiful mirrored

wrap that could easily be African or Indian by desi Later that day she wears what
looks like a much more traditional Indian tunic grahts. The next morning when
her father and uncle come to meet her in jail stdréssed very much like a rebellious

American teenager in a denim jacket and pantsh&gislung over her shoulder.

Another facet of Mena that shows her open-mindgxtageh to national identity
becomes apparent as her relationship with Dematriugresses. By this time we
know that Mena is considered very dark-skinnedafotndian girl, which according

to the rest of the Indian women in her communitgas an enviable attribute at all,
yet this does not stop her from enjoying the aibeistof Harry Patel and neither does
it inhibit her in any other sense. We also know e isn’t very particular in
adhering to Indian dress codes (as mentioned anod@oticeably displayed before
her cousin’s wedding) and that she isn’'t as impe$s Harry Patel as the rest of the
Indian community. She definitely does not strigtigasure up to the characteristics

of a proper young Indian woman.
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This idea of Mena as a liberated American girkisiforced when Nair shows us how
comfortable Mena is with her sexuality. This isd®nt in the scene where she talks to
Demetrius on the phone in her room. By positioriegon her bed in a relaxed pose,
the sheet covering exposing just enough to hiheanudity underneath, Nair
suggests a modern, liberal attitude clearly at edtisthe demure public image the
Indian girls are expected to display. Later hedeavous with Demetrius at a motel
by the seaside yet again confirms this. She icooterned about waking up naked

and exposed next to him; instead they share monoéimiimacy and comfort.

In Mena’s case leaving Greenwood is not a startancending, but rather a
continuation of the process she was already engagddeaving her parents means
that she has less pressure to conform to a spseifiof rules or expectations, and
more space to discover things in her own way. ¢3ime in other words, wear her
western shoes with her Indian dress if she wantsaicause there is no family or
cultural structure to make her feel guilty or whidl we ashamed of her when she fails

to perform to their expectations.

When Indian immigrants immerse themselves in Anagrigociety, they do
not assimilate completely, but rather modify antegptiate their roles to fit
within the American milieu. They construct theimnelentity in both the
material landscape of immigrant community and mithaginary landscape of
the Indian diaspora. (Jain and Forest,2004:p277)

Since Mena does not have such strong influencegmigfrom either Uganda (which
she left as a child) or India (where she has nagtrally lived), she is far more able

than the others to renegotiate and modify her itfent

Ultimately then, Nair's haunting film does not giue any concrete answers or false
assurances that there is a definite way to appresitdand alienation, or the
attainment of a national identity even. Insteasftim simply acknowledges the
existence of the complexities of the human conuljtaond explores some of the
various approaches to self realisation that ardabla, each with its own unique

merits and problems.
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CHAPTER THREE

Monsoon Wedding and Cultural Identity:

Indian individualism is softer, relational and fdral, less centered on the ego
and more concentric around the group obligatio(Sharma,2007:p71)

In the context of India, an understanding of thealyic relationship among
youth, consumption and globalization requires aerirogation of the
conditions under which young people engage newespatcconsumption.
These conditions are profoundly shaped by colastialnd nationalist
categories such as “tradition/modernity” and “publprivate” which
structure the ways in which young men and womentizg new consumer
identities and spacegLukose,2005:p)L

The week running up to any wedding day can be abalty stressful, a dramatic
period filled with the need to adapt to change e@onflict. In addition, weddings are

as much a process of letting go as they are a ggasfeaccepting and accommodating.
Not only are there the concerns of the bride andmy; who are leaving behind their
individual lives and embarking on a new life aoaple, but there are also the
parental concerns of loss and change. Centrhktevent are processes of giving and
taking, occurring at multiple levels. There is fitg/sical handover of daughter to
son-in-law, as well as the emotional parting witiicdhood to enter adulthood. Then
there is the giving of a hand in marriage, justhese is a giving of self and of body.

In many respects thus, there is a change in themaich the individual relates to
his or her world, by stepping into the realms olesv world with a life partner — an
event as traumatic and exciting for the parenti@bride and groom as for the

couple themselves.

The situation dealt with iMonsoon Wedding admittedly not a new one. The
subject matter has been covered by a number ofkwelWn films, including such
popular films ag-ather of the Bridg1950, remade in 1991}y Big Fat Greek
Wedding(2002),Meet the Focker2004),Mamma Mia(2008) and the TV seridhe
Worst Week of my Lif2004). What does differentiate this from mdsieo wedding
films, however, is its more serious intent (despi comic overtones) and the fact

that it is a film about a Punjabi family in Dellmdia. Whereas films such as Father
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of the Bridetend to assume a generalized Western perspectineaoiage and the
traditions,Monsoon Wedding very specifically Punjabi Indian. These chagest

really are defined and scrutinized as a part otthiure within which they operate.

For example, in both versions of the classic Hotlpd film, Father of the Bridewith

its clear-cut American values, the leading chara@eorge Banks, struggles with his
personal ability to let go of his daughter, allowimer to grow up and be her own
person. In order to postpone the moment of separtir as long as possible, George
attempts every stalling method known to man. Hmshreluctance to pay for the
wedding, doesn’t show approval of the groom ancegaly makes his wife and
daughter’s lives miserable in order to give himsetie to deal with his incapacity to
let go. The leading character in Nair’s film, ltabn the other hand, does not appear
to have as much of a problem with letting go ofdasighter as George Banks does.
Instead his strongest motivator is that he wantseta good father and husband and
the result is that he struggles with balancinguraltexpectations in his role as father,
provider, mentor and husband. He tries everythirtgs power to make things run
smoothly and to make a good impression. He tadsfthe period before the wedding
stressful and tumultuous, but the driving forcelsitbé his anxiety are very different

from that of George Banks.

It is the dynamic between issues such as lettingngbacceptance, self respect and
exterior display within the Punjabi context thatiNdnooses to focus on in this
specific film. She does so in much the same wdyadiser of the Bridenamely by
concentrating on the highly fraught and theatnmaiod running up to the ceremony,
and then using the central notion of “marriageaasetaphor for an exploration of
culture and society. So it not only becomes a &hlout a religious or civil union
between individuals, but also concerns the pods#sil(and/or impossibilities) of a
“marriage” of cultures, of families, of ideas arfdinds and spirits. It is important to
mention that this includes the marriage of the somes-opposing ideas of modernity
and traditionalism, as these issues become integraiderstanding the way the

characters try and assert themselves within tmsirenment.

Whereasation andnationality were encompassing terms used in talking about

Mississippi Masalaeven though certain aspects of cultural idemtityld have been
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slotted into it, the key concepts when discussittmsoon Weddingecome notions

of culture andsociety and ultimately therefore the naturecoftural identityitself.

Cultural Identity

For the purposes of this studyltural identityrefers to the identification of oneself
with a specific cultural group, which in turn isfied as a group of people bound
together by theibelief systems.e. their belief in and use of certain ideals,
conventions, social customs, and so on. Religieryal orientation, classes, castes or
social hierarchy and gender, as well as socialesafind beliefs may all form part of
this belief system. Culture thus becomes a satlesror guidelines of how to interact
within a certain social circle. It is a naturabpess that occurs so that the specific
society or culture can interact with familiar arehgralized entities, rather than
having to go through the intricate process of ggtto know each person individually.
It is also a primitive kind of self-protection: fimding others who believe in the same
set of ideals and conventions, strength is gainedimbers and power is attained.
Cultural identity is one of the hardest identitypimg entities to break free from, as it
is mostly held together by broader, encompassihgfgen almost invisible belief

systems and networks.

Unlike Mississippi Masalawhich had a multi-cultural base and looked at the
interactionbetweerdifferent culturesMonsoon Wedding an exploration of the
search for identity as it manifestéthin one specific culture in one specific location:
the Indian culture of the Punjabi’s in Delhi. Nases this focus to investigate all the
different aspects of this particular culture, irtthg the difference between male and
female roles, as well as caste and/or class difte® The film also addresses
emerging global issues such as the difference legtwesident Indians and non-
resident Indians, as well as the influences onteigbas and the issues that arise from
this. The friction between modernity and traditiiem plays an important role in the
way cultural identity is created. Lastly, the fishows the influence of modern

technology such as film and internet on said caltuks Crew says:
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It captures the paradoxes and pleasures of contamyparban Indian society,
a combustible marriage of ancient traditions, glot@nsumer culture and

high-tech communications. (Crew,2002:p1)

However, Nair contains the scope of the film byiting it to one family in the
Punjabi culture, although the same model couldppdied to the broader community,

and even to most other modern societies.

From ldealised culture to Real Culture: Using and gbverting Bollywood

stereotypes

A core element in Nair's approach to her matenal depictions of cultural identity is
her use of satire and irony, and in this film sbts sip a daring metaphor in her
utilization and ultimate subversion of the Bollywbileal — a facet of her film

technique which we have already touched on in Gnalpt

When one comparddonsoon Weddintp some of the mainstream Bollywood films
with reference to its use of colour, stock chamacteusic and dance sequences, it is
obvious that Nair makes far more than just a pgssference to Bollywood. She

herself admitted this when asked about the daratiilgies of some of her actors:

Because the film was really a homemade portraigadfywood, | didn't
require a big-time Bollywood dancer to do it. Tiienfwas about people like

us imitating Bollywood style. (Crew,2002:p1)

By her own admission, therefore, the film can andiie viewed in relation to other
Bollywood films. This does not mean thdbnsoon Weddingan be classified as a
Bollywood film; it simply means that certain chatexistics of Bollywood film within
Monsoon Weddingre there for very specific artistic reasons, paher narrative
strategy. As Nair specifically states ‘the filmswabout people like us imitating
Bollywood style’, so the reference is metaphoritiad, characters playing out
idealized notions of Indianhood, which they deirfraan Bollywood films. By using
Bollywood trademark scenes, like the young cousinmcthg in a revealing outfit, she

satirises the way in which these characteristie® ligfiltrated everyday life, and
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highlights the ever-increasing extent to which Betbod has become synonymous

with Indian culture.

Nair’s technique here is to use certain clearlyiidiable Bollywood film conventions
in order to introduce stereotypical notions of drdculture and traditions, and then
proceeds to subvert them by honing in on the iddial issues and characters. For
example, she sets this up by introducing a numbstosk Bollywood characters, for
example the doting mother, the virginal bride-to4be strict but loving father, the
palace clown who provides comic relief, etc. Thelsaracters are then explored in
more detail through the course of the film, andgredually come to realise that they
are much more intricate than they appear, and eften unlike their stock
characterizations. This in itself allows Nair take certain comments on the nature

of cultural identity.

Lalit for example, initially presented as the st@lywood father, is obviously cast
as the patriarch, the responsible head of the yamauild takes himself seriously in this
role. However, in Nair’s film, he is more than thi® is also used metaphorically to
represent authentic Indian culture. In fact, hia isome ways one of the most
powerful symbols of Punjabi culture and traditiarthe film - second only to the
wedding ceremony itself. He proudly epitomizes thig in the way he socializes

with his family and friends.

However, Nair’s film slowly subverts this role, seieg to suggest that it may
ultimately be too large and onerous for him. Thashe opening scene, Lalit is
shown to be strongly territorial, in the way he fidently steps out of his home, and
wanders through the garden, to deal with the ag@aremts, deals with his family and
talks to the staff. Two important points are elsaled: that Lalit, as the husband and
father, is the head of the house, and two, thah#ppiness of the family and the
success of the wedding depend largely on him. skésio financially responsible for

the wedding, and takes this responsibility immensetiously.

This attitude is clearly in line with Indian culalrtradition:
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Expenses of the wedding are borne by the girl'smiar and substantial gifts
by way of dowry are given by the parents to thétgitake with her to her
new house. They should be enough to provide foupkeep (or the
equivalent of it) for two or three years. By thate, having children will have

established her permanently as part of her newdhmld. (Leaf,2008:p1)

However, contrary to the Bollywood “recipe”, thespensibilities mentioned above
put the more complex character of Lalit under imsgepressure, for besides his
symbolic patriarchal role, Lalit also sees himsalfa more humane level, as the
peacemaker and ‘keeper’ of the family’s harmonye €ntire wedding thus becomes
something like an intricate piece of music whichfémls he has to orchestrate to
perfection. Yet that means that much of his showooitrol and power will be little
more than pretence, for Nair makes it clear froedtart that he is finding the
wedding and his role in it something of a burdétaving come into the garden to
survey the preparations with so much show of aitihdre inspects the marigold arch
with intense concentration only to find fault withand so the proceeds to make a call
to P.K. Dubey, the wedding organizer and tent ghistiand chew him out. This
phone call is both a depiction of the differencstatus between Lalit and Dubey, and
a show of his desperate attempts at staying onftdpngs through an almost
hysterical display of dominance in the rough mannevhich he berates Dubey. This
powerful display of his nervousness and insecusitginforced by the reactions
shown by his wife and the staff, who overhear toisversation and respond in a

flurry of activity, organizing tea and food to ajgge a perpetually irritable Lalit.

It is soon apparent that he not only finds Dubeyigance, but that he is actually
struggling to find the money required to pay Dubey the other expenses, and that
he fails to understand his wife, his son, and e@netimes his daughters. But to him
the important thing is that the family is seen as cohesive entity; a strong and
traditional Indian family with solid values and tepand therefore he is willing to
offer up his own instincts and emotions for theage good. And it is this struggle

that leads to an intense journey of self-discoweny eventual self assertion.

Next to Lalit in all matters of importance stands \Wwife, Pimmi. From Pimmi’s

flustered reaction to Lalit's anger in the firsese, we can deduce that she is just as
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eager as anyone in the family to keep Lalit hapipgter in the film we see her
smoking secretly in the bathroom, and then attamgpt hide the smell with air-
freshener. Although she is cast in a supportile tathe patriarchal figure of Lalit,
she is not completely subservient in the traditicease. In an intimate scene that
plays itself out the same night Aditi escapes tetwmath Vikram, Pimmi wakes up in
the middle of the night and looks at Lalit. Hepeession is filled with tenderness as
she reaches over and kisses him. His reactiootieegiprocal, but this scene really
establishes them as a partnership that has witthskaoinsecurities and vagaries of
many years, as she does not see this as a slighigther understands that he is truly
exhausted. However, as if to reinforce the ideattiere is a male dominance in this
culture, Pimmi is particularly attentive to the deef her youngest son, and much
less so to the emotional state of her daughtern,At# bride to be. As stereotyped in a
Bollywood film, she portrays the role of the dotimgther who forgives her son all of
his sins, and always acts as the messenger bethvestrict father and the son. The
difference here is that he son is portrayed astjignore effeminate than the boy

would be in a traditional Bollywood film.

Aditi, Lalit's daughter, is portrayed as a cladsidian beauty and is cast in the role of
the dutiful and respectable eldest daughter ofahely. In the traditional Bollywood
sense, she is a symbol of all that is good andtitvad! within the Indian culture — a
beautiful young woman in the prime of her life, abto get married to an upstanding
young Indian man. She has all the important vistialbutes in her favour: clear
light skin, soft silky hair, beautiful blue-greeyes and a voluptuous figure that hints
and sensuality and fertility.

This visual portrayal of her as the perfect respglet bride-to-be soon proves to be
untrue. From her meeting with Vikram in his dieggoom at the studio, we see that
she is no demure virgin, for it is clear that thifair has been going on for a while,
and that Aditi consents to its continuation. WNhékram tells her to call him, she
does not reiterate the fact that she is gettingiethand that this won't be possible,
but instead stays silent, staring after him sadllys as if she refuses at this point to
take control of her own destiny. Instead she psetfeat her parents take control of
her life and allows them to arrange for her hanch@&riage. Subconsciously, Aditi

thus reverts to the stereotype, and starts betigia ideal that is imprinted in every
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young Indian girl's mind — that with marriage hereds and desires will be fulfilled

completely, and that she will never again wantioything in her life.

Ria is the slightly wayward cousin, daughter ofitslate brother. Ria has accepted
Lalit is a substitute father figure, and is seewmes of his daughters. Ria, however, is
not a traditional Bollywood figure as much as symlsolizes the modern counterpart
to Aditi — for she differs from Aditi in a signifant way, being as yet unmarried and
independent of thought. Ria does not ascribe hagpiand fulfillment to marriage
only, and to her Aditi's acceptance of an arrangedriage as a solution to her lover
Vikram’s failure to leave his wife is the cowardigy out. She does not hesitate to
say as much to Aditi in the taxi on their way hoimzen the studio. However, despite
Ria’s modern way of thinking, she is still obediant loyal to family traditions, and
her rebellious and outspoken nature is merely prbguct of her education, not a
deep conviction necessarily. Nevertheless, sheasis strongly with the other girls
in her family, and this perception is heightenedh®y/ natural superstition that
surrounds older unmarried girls. Her unmarrietestents at the fact that there must
be something wrong with her, or otherwise she whalde been married already.
The notion that she might have chosen not to getiesinever occurs to the older
generation of her family, and she has to contesttemise numerous times within
the film, until her final revelations provide theathatic turning-point moment of the

film.

Dubey, in classic Bollywood filmic tradition, is¢tcomic figure, the “court jester” of
the Elizabethan and other dramatic traditions. Hewreas a character he is shown to
be of the lower caste in terms of traditional Imd¢alture, and is therefore seen as a
servant in the eyes of the upper middle class Vdamaly. However, with her
progressive views on social and political matteee(the Introduction), Nair not only
uses the character of Dubey for comic relief androentary, but also to portray the
emerging working classes, and the subsequent tetisab results within the Indian
culture. This clash can be ascribed to the shiftawer that is slowly but surely

happening.

The upper middle classes can't help but feel tlere=d and confused by the success

of members of a working class that historically waser allowed to work for
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themselves. Dubey is a living example of this uglh&hift in the working classes, and
his depiction in the film signals this clearly: isdrequently shown as talking on his
cellular phone, he proves to be familiar with edraaid stock markets, something
which Lalit definitely does not have knowledge &iubey has in fact managed to
build up quite a successful business, as the thexehe can afford to employ prove.
These three labourers not only display Dubey’s potmat are in fact a comic act in
themselves, not only supporting and sometimes egissime of the situations in
which Dubey he finds himself, but acting as a kafidhorus to his comments and

insights.

Nair contrasts the particular kind of working cl&ssbey signifies with the much
more traditional servant’s role of Alice. Alicetlse maid in service of the Verma
family, and is so much a ‘part of the furnitureatther presence is barely noticed any
longer. She is present at almost all of the mmagbirtant family events, yet her class
and positioning renders her invisible. Nair porsr&ier as a shy, soft-spoken young
girl with a good mixture of common sense and imation. In a sense, she is the
classic servant, loyal and true, without demandingthing reciprocal from her
employers. Alice is literally present in all oktmost important events in the film —
she is there when the groom arrives, and serviod when the engagement party
commences. At the end of the film she is everuthet! in the wedding celebrations,
despite her lower caste and servant status. Neirds quite a lot of time focusing on
Alice’s innocent beauty, portraying her as an alnetisereal creature. When she is
featured and focused on, the Bollywood influengeeaps, but almost in muted tones,
as soft music starts to play and the scene stagtrtost unfold in slow motion. Itis
this angel-like nature that draws Dubey’s attentiotially: she offers him water
when no one else seems to care about him. Thestong between Alice and Dubey
thus becomes another (significant!) inversiorradlitional Bollywood storytelling in
that the true lovers are not as would be expeabetigyed by Aditi and Hemant.
Instead the lowly servant girl and the crass everganizer, who shifts from having
what nominally appears to be secondary roles, tomgng strong primary roles in

the film, represent the lovers.

Secondary characters form other key groups witherfitm: the soon to be in-laws
who arrive from America, Lalit's own extended faynivho arrive from all corners of
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the world, including India and Australia, as wellthe absent figure of Lalit’s late
brother, whose presence is missed by all. Thesgpgrall signify important parts of
the cultural identity that encompasses Lalit's worThe Rai family is perceived to be
an example of the typical non-resident Indian fgnfilll of worldly charms and
idiosyncrasies. Therefore Lalit cannot help but fekerior, even as he struggles to
make the wedding as smart as an affair as posbilet the same time he realizes

that through their eyes the whole situation mustdrg quaint.

Lalit's own brother-in-law is another source ofs&m for Lalit and of course a core
element in the denouement of the film. Tej is @y#d as urbane, wealthy and warm,
someone who has in the past been responsible f@ngeut with financial situations
within the family, and at the engagement ceremangiice again steps in with an
offer to fund Ria’s education in America. Nair dmagizes Lalit's appreciation and
deference to Tej through much of the film, deshitepride being under pressure, and
it is only at the end of the film that he is aldeunderstand his own subjection to the

image of Tej.

Even though many of Nair's characters in this fdne purposely and very closely
modelled on Bollywood stock characters, it is akar that in real life these ‘stock
parts’ are actually approximations of specific sodand functions within the Hindu
culture, which are what Nair wants us to focus®me thus uses the Bollywood style,
as a kind of shorthand, a characterizing mechatosatiow us to grasp the surface
role being played, before she sets about undemgutitnd dissecting the individual
characters and their fears and postures. Thughersurface, Lalit’s role is to guide
and lead, Pimmi’s is to support, Aditi’s is to repent the new generation of
Punjabi’s, whilst Dubey and Alice as already stated representatives of the
emerging working class. But, just as every charagymbolizes a specific aspect of
either filmic cultural identity or social culturaentity through their stock
characteristics, every character is also slowlynepgeup and revealed to be a complex
individual, who has to proceed to find an own kaidelonging within the context of
the narrative.

Cultural conformance and identity:
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Although the characters Monsoon Weddingave a common goal, namely to
establish for themselves a place of comfort witheir cultural identity, their varying
attempts to reach this point of belonging diffestiha They are all striving towards
conforming to certain cultural expectations, yetlare also individuals with unique
personalities trying to adjust to a set of culturatms. The film is largely about the
internal conflict(s) that each of the different czters experience in this process. In
the same way that they work on identifying whemytfit in their specific cultural
context, they also struggle to attain a persoreitity, and it is this process of

negotiation that Nair wishes to explore.

To illustrate Nair's approach, let us start witHit.dde is a man in limbo, battling
with his exposure to the modern — in part Westechizworld and trying to adjust his
ingrained cultural identity to fit the new context/e see this through the emotional
turmoil and conflict that he has to negotiate dyttine course of the film. Derne
confirms this tendency in Indian men to internatize responsibilities for the

wellbeing of his family — and specifically his wome

A family's honor is confirmed by a daughter's n&geé into a family of the
appropriate status. To protect marriage prospecthéir daughters, men
carefully monitor their unmarried daughters' bebat limit their

interactions with unrelated men. (Derne,1994:p207)

The awakening of modernism in the way women intengih their culture and

society places Lalit under a particular kind o&str

As the father and head of the house, he triesatb Ity example thereby making it
easier for his family to follow and attain a debleacultural identity. He clearly
believes that conforming to social standards, afieang to traditional values such
as honesty, loyalty, hospitality and respect towedegrs, religious laws and
traditional cultural practices will make this pdssi In practice however, this leads
him to contradictory and ambivalent choices. Fatance a concern with the right
kind of scotch being available for his in-laws mder to show his hospitality (but in
Westernized terms), yet at the same time an imgisten the exact execution of

traditional ceremonial matters (in Punjabi termshsas the marigold arch in the
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garden, the border design on the driveway andditivaal orange tent instead of the
newly fashionable white wedding tents). This desirwant to conform to a rigid set
of social norms extends into his relationships wighfamily, and is tested at various

levels.

For example, he has a conventional and thus sontahlbavinist view of male
behaviour, and this impacts on his relationshigwit son. Varun is a slightly
chubby boy verging on becoming a teenager. Inusédilled with women he has
grown up slightly effeminate, developing a passmmncooking and dance
choreography. To Lalit this is foreign territofy.fact, it is more than that, it goes
against what he believes and what his culture satesc He associates dancing and
singing and cooking with women and not with boye cannot reconcile himself to
the fact that his son wants to perform danceseatvéidding, and in his mind the only
solution is to send Varun to boarding school. Thishown in Lalit's explosive
response to his son in the scene where Varun camegg into the room asking his
mother to draw a moustache on his face, for Liaulsed by this, rants and threatens
to send the boy off to boarding school. The idieeoarse is that if they as parents
cannot discipline the boy themselves, an institusbould be able to do so.

Yet both Lalit and Pimmi as parents are responddi&arun’s development and
thus being disappointed in the person they helped &ind shape, is in a way also a
reflection of their own failure. Lalit’s late regoition of this fact leads to conflict and
tension, since Varun has to deal with the knowletige his father does not approve
of him, or his interests. Consequently he develop®wn insecurities around issues

of identity.

In contrast to his dealings with his son, Lalit ge@ close watch on his daughters,
commenting to Pimmi on how fast things change andhat extent he would go to
protect them. However, they are exempted fromarshgp, as this is the domain of
his wife. The exemption of the females from hisp&trict and forceful behaviour
points to the patriarchal society in which he grgwy as the responsibility of carrying
on tradition and culture in a visible, actioned wagcording to Lalit, rests on the
shoulders of the men and not the women. Womesprme sense, can be forgiven for

their foolish actions, but by a man or boy it isargivable.
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But Lalit does not only find this identity crisigotiblesome within his family, he sees
examples of it everywhere around him and this iatvdauses his confusion and
despair. In a changing society, he is no longex stiwhere his traditional cultural

beliefs belong.

To a certain degree, Lalit’s stringent adherendedaditions also equates to a kind of
cultural nostalgia, or an idealized cultural staiée world his children are being
raised in will never be the same as the one thande?immi had known when they
were growing up. With modernization and technoltgy Indian culture cannot help
but change and adapt, and Lalit struggles to beléme traditional and the modern
within his own culture. He seems puzzled at thenger generation in general, and
he takes it out other male members in his familwal. He calls Raoul, the non-
resident Indian cousin from Australia, an idiot whe does not manage to locate
other family members at the airport. What he dugigake into account is that Raoul
is not familiar with the physical lay-out of therpaular airport, nor does he know
what the family members look like. Raoul is consifaberated by his uncle for what
is in most part merely a lack of knowledge, ratthan disdain for the Punjabi culture.
What one comes to realise is that Lalit's angewisaimed at individuals, but actually

at the fact that it is impossible to hold such tighins on tradition and culture.

Some of this frustration and confusion is demomestién his confrontational
relationship with the wedding organiser, Dubey, wias the representative of the
working class - appropriately brings an exampléhefchanging world around them
to Lalit’s attention. Actually almost everythiniget clumsy yet self-confident Dubey
does seems to irritate Lalit, from his cell phooéis fancy clothes and steep prices
for waterproof tents, and because Dubey is of &takass than Lalit, Lalit
thoroughly exploits it. An example of his disredjaf Dubey’s advice is in the scene
where Dubey presents Lalit with a choice of weddamg colours. Dubey is aware
that more and more clients prefer white tents @stmony to westernization and
modern lifestyle. This particular design of weddisgalled ‘The White House’, in
reference to the home of the American presidentLdlit and the traditionalists he
represents, white is the traditional colour of aefal, death and mourning, and he is

appalled at the thought of a white wedding teng tikerefore insists upon the
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traditional multi-coloured wedding tent and laugifisDubey’s suggestion. Another
example of his refusal to take heed of any of Disaglvice is shown in the scene
where Dubey and his workers are eating at the battie house whilst the
celebrations are carrying on inside. Alice intptautheir meal to tell him that the
party-goers need more ice, and Dubey strongly voeshis frustration at their
inability to have provided for this kind of emerggndespite his insistence.

It is not only Lalit and Dubey who are shown todbeiggling with a cultural identity.
Though Pimmi on the surface seems to have acceptad of the cultural changes
around her and appears to be adapting to themmwotie ease than Lalit, in order to
maintain some level of familial harmony, she se&mnsnore aware of and responsive
to the many changes taking place around her. Hénative reaction is to try and
appease her husband and play the traditional faleembedient wife. To try and
assuage the guilt she feels for Varun’s effeminatere she tries to protect him from
his father’s discontent. When Lalit lets it be wmothat the boy will be sent to
boarding school, Pimmi immediately tries to ass¢aeun that it is all still under
discussion. Varun however retaliates by yellingiatfather and saying that he hates
him. The tension in the room is palpable and wetlseeonfusion in Lalit's body
language, his shoulders sagging. As a resultifrtiiv Pimmi is finally forced to
confront her husband on the matter, and so she st#of her traditional role of wife,
turning Lalit's world upside down. The realizatithmat his ever-faithful wife has now

reached a point where she cannot condone his aaionlonger frightens him.

Aditi struggles with her cultural identity in a thfent way. As mentioned earlier, her
positioning as the traditional Bollywood heroinevesdl as the obedient daughter is
not all that it seems. To her parents she is gaetiful, adoring daughter, a role that
she fulfills dutifully and well, but in reality, lyend the borders of the home, she has
rebelled against those cultural norms that sheriefl to conform to. Her
rebelliousness is acted out at work and in hetiogiship with men. At the start of
the film she is shown to be having has an illiffiaia with a married television

presenter, Vikram, which she hides from everyoremepiher cousin Ria.

Yet, she becomes betrothed to a young Indian makimgpin Houston, America, and
breaks off the physical relationship with Vikramotigh not the emotional ties. It
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seems that Aditi is constantly seeking approvahfroen, as if this will somehow
validate her. Even when she knows she has actetglyreshe still needs to confess
her sins to her husband-to-be as if only throughhlirting can she truly feel guilt.
Her need for validation is also evident in the tgbenan she is at first romantically
interested in: strong and domineering, with nardgor a women'’s feelings. Maybe
she feels that if she can capture this ‘powerfudhrs interest, she must be worth
something. But this attraction to men unworthyef attention is not only about her
personal self-esteem. It is also about her sé#fe@s as a woman within her culture.
She has been raised in a household where the fattier head of the house. She
therefore has to have his approval in order tolikelshe belongs. This seeking of

validation from the other men in her life is perbadperefore understandable.

Having rebelled against the conventional strictatesome through her life at work
and her illicit relationship with Vikram, it is asshe is in a sense moving in the
opposite way to Lalit — coming back to the tradiibfold as it were, perhaps seeking
a safe haven. We do not see her actively tryinggolve the internal conflict she is
experiencing in her relationships, but instead shrapto ignore the conflict and at
least outwardly pretending to conform to the setufural norms that her father and
mother have set. Instead of questioning why Hatioaship with Vikram was kept
secret and never brought into the open, she detidssp away from the implication
of these questions. So she consciously choosesjtgesce to an arranged
relationship, one that is more culturally acceptablven though in her heart she is
still attached to Vikram and knows it. In her capecifically, she is struggling with
the pressures traditionalism is exerting on hey weodern environment, or vice
versa. We also know that even though it is tekrmedern, it is a strange mixture of
modernity and traditionalism, as the scene in #e®rding studio shows. The female
voice-over artist is allowed to work in the entartaent industry without much
stigma, yet the specific nature of the voice-overkas called into question when it
promotes sexuality in Indian films. Vikram, thedyol of modernism in his Western
suit and suave countenance, proves to be vern $gs traditional Indian ways. And
tellingly so, as he proceeds to ridicule the vawer artist for her portrayals of
amorous scenes. Not only is Aditi herself unstireen place in between
traditionalism and modernism, but she is also etiito someone who struggles with

the same problem. It is interesting then thatsdttles for someone who has managed
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to balance these two extremes in a very logicalpkstic way. Of course it helps that
Hemant is physically removed from the direct tradial cultural influence most of
the time.

Since she had grown up in Lalit's house as Adgiser, it is not surprising that Ria —
Aditi’s cousin — also longs for some kind of valida, but in her case not from
specific men, but from the family as an entity. tBe surface she initially appears free
and individualistic and somewhat removed from &this family drama, but Ria has
for most of her life carried a dark secret with,hvenich she keeps hidden in order to
protect the harmony within the family. She does th ensure her place in the family,
for her need to belong was so strong that she vegmped to ignore her own pain and
suffering, and deny her right to retribution. Tehe, not Aditi, is the true Bollywood
heroine:

They (commercial Hindi films) work by depicting,rfmstance, heroes and
especially heroines whose lifestyles are westethhizensumerist and urban
but whose hearts, rooted in traditional (read ‘&mdi values, push them to
sacrifice, for the sake of their families, theidividual desires.
(Banaji,2002:p179)

So she completely buries her own need for closegarding the sexual abuse she
suffered as a child, and attempts to live out i@l cultural identity in public, and
doing so without question. Yet the internal trawsha is experiencing surfaces in
unexpected moments, revealing another person béfoparticularly revealing
moment comes shortly before the denouement inllthewhen Ria’s eyes
immediately film over with tears when confrontedtwiej at the wedding

celebrations.)

But then, when the sacrifice she has made by rea@tképg out threatens to destroy her
young cousin Aliyah’s innocent childhood, she desitb confront the demons of her
past — no matter what it might cost her. Whenfstaly breaks the terrible news of
Tej’s deceit to the family and exploitation of helne feels as if she is now no longer
part of them. Nair shows this by letting us seeléave with a group of friends, and

then through a haunting shot of her lying curlecdbom mattress on the ground. This
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scene is in direct contrast with a previous shatnwve saw her as part of the family,

sleeping next to her cousin, with doting parenttchiag over them both.

Ria’s struggle for identity is thus closely allismher positioning within Lalit’s
immediate family, and to her earlier role as a ypuwoman in opposition to the

power of an older, respected man, with the reguitihibitions that impact on her

own sexuality. Once again traditionalism vies withdernism. She — like the rest of
the characters — is ultimately battling with tramis and perceptions that are innate to
the Punjabi cultural identity. Her choice to bréade from it has various
repercussions, and her shocking revelations aztcasalyst for all of the characters
within the film to re-evaluate their cultural idégt— as the viewer realises that
though a strongly rooted cultural identity may ba#eairable thing for a person to
have, when it subjugates free will and moralityah also become corrosive and

ultimately most destructive.

So, given the lighter touch of the film which leadshappy endings for most, it
comes about that closure is found in the endinyefilm through Ria, as Lalit,
finding his own central identity, confronts Tej amahbraces and defends her as his

daughter.

Lastly, Nair shows us the struggle of the workitagsses within the Punjabi culture.
Although Dubey is Indian and living in Delhi, herist seen as equal in status to the
Vermas. This is ironic, since Dubey is probablitdreoff financially at this point in
time than his employer, Lalit. Like Demetriushhississippi MasalaDubey attempts
to cross this inter-cultural bridge by proving hetisequal to the Verma family in the
materialistic sense, but being a comic charactes et get it right initially. For
instance he is shown wearing patterned silk scaexas in the sweltering heat of the
monsoon season. The little scarf peeking out®pbicket is a visual reminder of his
cultural aspirations, to be equal to and betten tieople like the Verma’s. Nair also
shows Dubey to be particularly adaptable to theasibns he is presented with, as if
he has no real loyalty to any of the groups whetihey are working class or upper
middle class. When Lalit turns his back, Dubey hiscthree co-workers mock him,
yet when Lalit is in a bad mood Dubey is quick & the finger at those very co-

workers he had just been joking with. Thus Dulegyresents the ‘eat or be eaten
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world’ of the commercial world, hence of the worgidlass Indian. Dubey displays a
particularly aggressive approach to trying to dihla new cultural identity for
himself, and this is understandable when one labvkehere he comes from.

Traditionally the lower caste Punjabi’s originatefollows:

Lower castes are described either as original laldgins who were defeated
and subordinated by later invaders (who becamerésent landholders), or
alternatively as latecomers who were given thessent occupation by the
landholders in exchange for being allowed to selttlgher castes are
described as successful invaders or as a group treeland of an area by

some past ruler for notable services.

In villages, castes commonly fall into higher aodiér groups. Traditionally,
members of the lower caste would have been corsiderclean by the upper,
and they might have been denied house sites amdste public wells on the
upper-caste side of the village, and they also trfighe had to use different
ritual specialists for marriages and other Lifeeygtuals. Exactly which
castes are put in each group varies by area, butpgper castes usually are
Brahmans, landowners, and skilled artisans, whiaddwer groups do work

such as handling dead animals and sweeping up (f&df,2008:p1)

The working class is therefore historically subjieg but Dubey refuses to buy into
the prescribed cultural identity and a subsequepg¢eation assigned to him by
society and sets out to change the status quaactiesly resists the expectations of
his society and as the film progresses we begayrgpathize with him and even see
his strengths. These are the characteristicasrathkward and garish man that Alice

admires and falls in love with.

It is the desire of each of the individualsMionsoon Weddintp ultimately ‘fit in’ or
belong, but it is hard to do this if it means sggsing and hiding parts of one’s true
self, as most have to do for some reason or athsair's comedy. Just as they are
working on identifying where they fit in in theipscific cultural context, it is a

constant act of negotiation between personal ijeatid desires, and the constraints
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and demands of cultural identity. And it is thisgess of negotiation that Nair

explores in her film.

Lest us now turn to some more technical aspedi&aofs exploration.

Signifiers of Cultural Identity :

Music and Dance as cultural signifiers

One of the most obvious ways that Nair represdm$unjabi cultural identity is
through her use of music and dance in the film.staged in the quote at the
beginning of the chapter: “The film was about dedixe us imitating Bollywood
style”. (Crew,2002) To Nair, and to most Westerwers, Bollywood is associated
with melodramatic narratives, opulent sets anduross, and music and dance.
Despite being a Bollywood creation, this emphasishe musical aspects is also in

many ways a reflection of the reality, as Leaf @O@dicates:

Punjab has generated distinctive forms of virtuallythe arts, from dance to
architecture, bawdy folk epics to sublime theolagjmoetry. The best-known
folk dance is lively and complebhangra,named fobhang(marijuana).
(Leaf,2008:p1)

What is more important is the way in which Nairsifiee different kinds of arts in
Monsoon Wedding To start of with, she uses dance and musietoastrate the
different steps in the wedding ceremony. The peactarts slowly with only the
presence of music at the first occasion. Firgttlieethe engagement or ‘mangni’.
This is described it as follows: “Usually very higlofile. This (is) when the boys'
side of the family goes to the girls' side withtgjifewellery, and other goods, to
confirm the engagement. Usually even an exchangegd takes place.” (Freedom
and Leela,2009:p1)

In Nair’s film this occasion is also accompaniedtiy singing of popular Bollywood-
style songs. As time progresses this ceremorpllmiied by a type of farewell
ceremony to the young bride by the rest of the womdnere they proceed to paint
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her hands with henna. This is called the ‘sange€'€@an be one day or many days,
usually high profile in a banquet hall, ladies sitiaditional Indian songs, and it is
the Indian version of the western Bridal showemiddays people hire DJs and have
a dance party followed by dinner and drinks.” (lB@® and Leela,2009:p1) In Nair's
film this poignant scene shows the women sitting gircle around Aditi, while an
aunt sings a beautiful song that describes thereifit stages of the bride’s life. This
entire scene is bright with shades of orange, wetlad red in the costumes of the
women. The intensity of this occasion is thus hiighd through the use of the bright
colours and sad music. Finally the actual weddeg@mony itself takes place, an
enormous celebration with food and drink. Thisa#ied the ‘jaggo’: “The jaggo
ceremony is where the family dances and sings @na#d in front and around the
beautifully decorated wedding home. Jaggo is indkehours of the night.”
(Freedom and Leela,2009:p1)

Instead of a decorated wedding home Nair uses g-oculbured wedding tent as the
location of this celebration. It reminds us of twours of the women’s costumes at
the ‘sangeet’. Here dance and music really featasea unifying tool, with all of the
family members, guests and even servants partakitige celebrations. Now the
dance and music reaches the height of its intemsity Nair managing to convey this
through focusing on the swirling of fabrics and #ustatic faces of the guests.

The dance and singing is therefore a way for Maghtow how the culture is
embodied in their everyday lives. Wedding cererasmire a specific set of traditions,
linked to dance and singing as the signifier. ppased to Bollywood films where
the dancing and singing is mostly an entertainiag to carry the narrative, in Nair's
films, the dancing and singing is portrayed in syveal way as part of the everyday

lives of the characters.

Nair does not only make use of dance purely foerainment, she also uses it as a
theme throughout the rest of the film to show aaltbelonging. Ayesha and her
cousin Varun are depicted working hard at chorgugray a dance to perform at one
of the festivities. Here dance really becomeslaal signifier. As a type of
outsider, Raoul is shown to be completely unfamdiad uncomfortable with

performing this kind of dance as Nair shows us wiexy are practicing. Ayesha
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invites him to join in, and even Varun notices @ttention she is giving him, yet
Raoul stubbornly refuses to do so. When the rofitite performance arrives, Varun,
as a result of the fight with his father, refusesake part in the ceremony. His
withdrawal symbolises a rejection of the cultuahiormance that is expected of him.
If his father cannot accept him for whom and whaid) then he will distance himself
from that which his father stands for. The ideaarfice signifying a part of this
culture is strengthened by the fact that Raoulisssquently rejected by Ayesha for
not wanting to perform with her. When in the ene,ends up dancing with her at the

wedding celebration she comments:

Ayesha: We’ll make an Indian of you yet. (NaiQ2)

Dance as a metaphor also acts as a unifying fa@lespite the difference in caste,
this final celebration of marriage is the only cgioa in the film where Dubey and
Alice, as servants, are really ‘noticed’ by the ifghe Verma family as humans. As
previously noted, Alice is simply a shadow whersareen with the rest of the family.
It is only when she is alone or with Dubey thatsee her real personality. In the
same way we only see the soft, vulnerable partutfdy when he is alone or with
Alice. The rest of the time he is depicted ast@ba slimy, street hardened operator,
double-crossing and adapting as the situation @llsin Lalit's dealings with

Dubey, we only see exasperation of the kind onddrasomeone who is not
performing up to standard. Lalit has no sympathgropathy for Dubey, as he truly
does not know him on a personal level. When,aetid of the film, Lalit finally
notices Dubey and Alice, he invites them to joie telebrations in the wedding tent.
All the different classes are shown to be danaiggther, and for once, they are all

united as one culture.

Costume as a cultural signifier

Nair proceeds to use other visual themes to depltire, such as through the use of
costume. Traditional dress in this film is verychuwa part of completing an aspect of
what is for some a cultural ‘performance’. For exdarRaoul, who is seen as an
outsider even though he is Indian, never dresseaditional Indian clothes. He is

mostly shown wearing jeans and T-shirts, the epitofVestern dressing. He is
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therefore not ‘dressing up’ to suit the occasiomew we first meet the adventurous
Ayesha, she too is dressed in Western clothing s8bms light-hearted and flirty, an
aspect which Raoul immediately seems to respondhtoeality this is not exactly an
indication of her cultural beliefs, but rather aqpeession of her personality. We see
her respect and fondness for her culture and aillittstands for depicted when she
dresses up in traditional clothes for all of theddiag celebrations. To her way of
thinking culture is not only evident in the way ydiess, but also in the way you act.
Even her very modern tattoo does not change higritrdian nature. Hemant on the
other hand, who has also been extensively exposte tWest, dresses in much more
traditional clothes. Even on the day that he addiAneet in private to discuss the
wedding, he is dressed in an Indian over shirt, uidike Mena’s cousin in
Mississippi Masalais dressed in traditional clothes at his weddingd not the
Westernized black suit. Hemant, much like Ayesharoud of his heritage and sees
dressing the part as honouring his roots, notkasdaof costume or mask with which

to ‘fake’ culture.

An important aspect to note is that traditionakdrdoes not necessarily imply
obedience of or adherence to cultural identitysdme cases Nair shows us how it
can be used to disguise true intentions, thus stgthat cultural identity is not
defined through material things, but through adjomplementation and belief. Tej,
the uncle accused of sexual abuse, wears traditivess throughout the film yet does
not in truth act as an honourable man. In his tasktional wear is used as a mask or
a subterfuge with which he proceeds to betraydmsll and friends. Finally, after
being asked by his brother-in-law to leave the vimgicthe first act of acceptance of
guilt on Tej’s part is to remove his traditionabldevear. Through this action he

relinquishes the charade and shows his true clearact

Conrad also makes note of the ability to use ckt®ea cultural tool when he states:
English, Hindi, and some Punjabi mix comfortablthie mouths of these
middle-class urbanites as easily as they changleedpfrom fashionable

Western daytime wear to gorgeous traditional e\geoostume.
(Geller,2002:p43)
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Language as a cultural signifier

This quote brings us to another metaphor for caltigientity, namely language. As is
stated by Conrad, Punjabi families use languaga f@riety of purposes which they
do with ease. For Lalit's non-resident family mearsthe English language is a mark
of their cosmopolitan nature. To Lalit the facattthey choose to speak English all
the time seems to be done on purpose to make leinmferior. Thus he comments in

a half jovial, half serious way:

Lalit: Speak a little English and you become ay\aritured family.
(Nair,2002)

Notably he makes this statement in English, toi§ipally prove a point to the rest of
the family seated around the table. This is yeiragn attempt to ‘level the playing
field’ of class. He is showing them that he caspalpeak English and is therefore just
as cultured, whilst making fun of their pretentiause of the language at the same
time. Some part of him needs to make them feetiof so that he can feel better

about himself and his traditional way of life.

Varun also uses English when he fights with hiedatand shouts the words “I hate
you!” In the same manner, the fact that he sagsinbEnglish is indicative of his
rejection of the dominant cultural identity andtakt it stands for. One can argue
that Nair does so in order to highlight the key neois in the film for her English-
speaking audience, yet there is enough body lamgaad raised voices to make us
understand that they are arguing and that Vardeliberately manipulating the

situation through language because he knows muweifi hurt his father.

It is therefore understandable that Aditi’s lovekidm, who is the antithesis of the
very obedient and traditional Hemant (whom Lalitl @immi chose as a husband for
her), speaks English. Although his job demandshbdie fluent in English, Vikram
does not only use this language for professiongdgees. Speaking English fluently
makes Vikram feel modern and superior. He scathisays to a woman on his talk-
show: You sit there in your hand-loom sari... (N&©02) Through this comment he
is telling her, in English, that he has no respecher traditional ways and that he
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sees her viewpoint as being old and staid. Cocadld him “her (Aditi’s) married,
ostentatiously Americanized boss, a television-&l&w host so smarmy that not
even she can call her behaviour a love affair’onf@d,2002) Vikram’s particular
kind of English therefore makes him seem almost Acae. We are reminded of a
scene irMississippi Masalavhere Jay’s brother says to his son that he isrhety
just like the Americans — unfeeling and manipukativ his is exactly how Vikram
comes across. He proceeds to use language apamefaridicule against others

who are not so familiar with it.

Conclusion

In Monsoon Weddindlair clearly starts to blur some of the boundabetveen
cultural and personal identity. Although thera it of emphasis on cultural identity
and conformance or rejection thereof, Nair also esaknother valuable point through
the final decision Lalit takes in regards to theation between Tej and Ria. In this
instance, Lalit makes an individual choice desttigeeffect it could have on his
cultural identity. In fact he is caught in a vempblematic situation. On the one hand
he has prided himself on living up to the high dtds his late brother set in always
putting family first. Thus, for the sake of keegithe family intact, Lalit could opt to
forgive Tej and make him pay public penance forauisons. On the other hand Ria
is like a daughter to him, and if he does decidettd ej stay within the family circle,
this will break a trust resulting in the disintetypa of the family. All that he and his
belief in his culture stand for will be destroyatd so he decides to reject Tej's
protestations of innocence. Nair's lesson seerbg tilat cultural identity is good
and well, but it can never be more important thaing up to the beliefs that shapes
one’s personal identity. Ultimately, if a culturdéntity demands that an individual
act in morally reprehensible ways, that identity ead must be rejected. Cultural
identity is only positive and good if it is adheredout of free will. The moment it
goes against particular values believed in on aquet level, it becomes a burden,

leading to an inauthentic and valueless existence.

It is these personal values and choices that lattéimpt to discuss in the next
chapter. Here | will look adalaam Bombayds the focus of a study of Nair’s
interpretation opersonal identity
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CHAPTER FOUR:

Salaam Bombay! and personal identity

The social construction of identity is the firsasen why it is dynamic or only
relatively stable. Not only do the communities’ihons change over time, but
individuals belong to a variety of different comrties throughout their life—
people move, change occupation, meet new peopigiracnew roles; they
may become someone’s partner, their children’s ewtind their grand-
children’s grandmother. The second reason is thpeeson'’s identity is not a
monolithical construct but comprises several aspethese aspects are not
separate, but influence one another and therebyl leachanges in one’s
identity.(Conroy and De Ruyter,2002:p511)

Introduction:

Early in the hauntingalaam BombayWira Nair introduces us to the streets of
Bombay, superbly employing variations in muted ooleshadow and light to paint a
picture of a vast city of infinite contrasts, ofagband bad, of light and dark. She
shows us the magnificence of a statue of a liohsha also shows us the child hiding
in a doorway, smoking a cigarette. She showseigtd@mour of Bollywood movie
stars displayed on posters by the side of the tmatdshe also shows us the crazed old
man living beneath those glamorous posters. Teispior of contrasts is extended
to the way her main character, the street chil@hfra, whose nature the film
explores: he is innocence and hope whereas tlee chiidren are world-weary and
cynical. These conflicting images thus evoke asai bustle, confusion and
disorientation in the viewer; a reflection of urdda in an environment such is

Bombay.

The life of a street child, as Nair sketches ifrasight with danger and complications,
and governed by an overwhelming need for survivakre every penny is hard
earned and stashed away in secret places, foothistsing to be scrounged for and
clothes are a scarce commaodity. The children actatmtheir wardrobe in an old
suitcase, which is communal and available for asentyone who forms part of their
group. This struggle for survival is shown in aiggr of scenes in the film, focusing
on their desperate hustle for basic necessities.e¥ample, one of Krishna's first
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encounters with a street urchin demonstrates #rgwell. The meeting between
Krishna and the first of the street children taglexe in a dark alleyway. Krishna is
in the process of running away from the senilernéth, when he literally stumbles
over a young boy sitting on the ground. When the ¢teals Krishna'’s only
possessions, his cans of tinrghn masalaan altercation ensues, which is
temporarily suspended when Chillum arrives withaning that the police are
coming. So Krishna is all but forced to followthre wake of the two fugitives, in
order not to be caught up in the conflict. In soene, Nair has therefore shown us
how the children live on the fringes of society,d®picting them in dark, hidden
alleys, how they have to be quick and opportunistimough the snatching of tipaan
masalaby the young boy, and the ever-present dangdreopolice through the

urgency of Chillum’s warning.

As the film progresses, these initial perceptioihshildren living like shadows on the
fringes of society are strengthened and expanded, gmd we get to know more
about the social system they inhabit. The transitate in which they are caught is
highlighted by Nair’s refusal to allow us to iddptwith the other characters. For
instance Saleem and Insect are two other boysybutever really get to know them,
for - as in life - they are easily forgotten andaged. Thus, because there is strength
in numbers, the group of children, of various aged sizes, operate as a single unit in
a specific neighbourhood in Bombay. Most of themrodd jobs to earn money to
make a living, whilst others are involved in pettime and drug dealing. Through
their jobs, each of the children interacts withi@as adult characters on the street,
and it is sometimes these relationships that beqmoigdematic. Understandably, the
group of street children has something of a reputan the neighbourhood and are
seen as not always reliable, tending to be oppistiorand sometimes dishonest. The
mere fact that they are children, with no adultesuision, prompts questions about
the origins of such behaviour, reminding one in samay of similar issues raised by
William Golding’s challenging novdlord of the Fliesn the 1950s. Nair’s film
explores some of these motivations. One tendsstanas that, among the many
possible answers, their youth and their disempodviiege status must cause the
street children to be easily influenced by the psenof money (means of survival) or
belonging (identity). Ironically of course, it isqEisely these forces that may leave

them susceptible to all kinds of abuse and misuse.

98



It is these issues that Nair explores in this, apshstill the most devastating and

disturbing of her films.

On the notion of personal identity

Becausesalaam Bombayis about a group of street children living in gtems of
Bombay, one would expect it to be primarily coneermvithsocial identity

However, even though Nair obviously shows us gliespsf the lives of all the
children in the group, the film is specifically alighe life of one child, Krishna,
whose life is in many ways a metaphor for the ligéthe myriads of similar children
that crowd the streets and tenements. On clospedation, we thus see that Nair's
technique is not only to include the other childremroaden the reference of the
film’s central theme, but also to use them to paevtontext and insight into the life
of Krishna, through our impressions of their redaghips with him. It is these
relationships that influence Krishna’s life and tislerstanding of himself as a person
and it his search for personal identity which uétely lies at the heart &alaam
Bombay! Thus, my central reading of this film will comteate on gaining an
understanding of the way in which the film explotieis search for personal identity,
and deriving from this, the way in which persomtntity relates to and is enmeshed

with a particular social identity in Bombay.

Personal identity is traditionally associated vétkense of what the self is, what
makes the self unique and what different partgoats to make up the self. To some,
personal identity is related specifically to memangd the effect a collection of
memories has on the establishment of the selfthmiargument is more prevalent in

philosophical discussions of the term. Northrupraes personal identity as follows:

Identity is defined as an abiding sense of theaadf of the relationship of the
self to the world. It is a system of beliefs avay of construing the world that
makes life predictable rather than random...Identigfined in this way, is

more than a psychological sense of self. It igmeaed to encompass a sense

of self-in-relation-to-the-world, which may be exigmced socially as well as
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psychologically. It may include self-definition fdividuals or groups at
many levels, including interpersonal, communitygaorizational, cultural, and

even international. (Kriesberg, Northrup and Tharg989:p55)

In my definition | would also include the fact th@grsonal identity constitutes a place
of belonging in which the individual feels that wime or she believes in is an
accurate reflection of what he or she feels theynaade up of emotionally, physically
and historically. Personal identity is thereforeedily related to self-esteem, as it is
made up of part ‘perceived’ self and part ‘actsalf. As Conroy and De Ruyter

point out:

In the formation and composition of what might arted personal identity

a key but often neglected aspect is ideal identfitigile comprising aspirations
rather than realities, it makes a major contributimthe definition of self-
identity. It does this as a result of: (a) clanifyiwhat kind of person the
individual wishes to be; and (b) an interrogatiémaw she sets about
achieving her ideal identity, intimating what kiotlperson she is at a
particular moment by virtue of the way in which steves to achieve

her ideal. (Conroy and De Ruyter,2002:p509)

There is thus an understanding and consciousnesfdhat constitutes a sense of
personal identity. And, as Conroy and De Ruytegssy there are a range of
different elements that constitute a personal itlenncluding actual or immediate

identity, perceived identity (by others) and idiel@intity.

Identity and the need to belong

In Salaam BombayKrishna’'s external struggle to find a place ofdmgjing socially is
clearly secondary to his internal struggle to foeéce with himself and his individual
identity and involves all these forms of identiffhe intensity of what he is feeling
emotionally is shown in the way that Krishna somet lashes out at those who
subjugate him or people he cares for. The cordlitt confusion that he is
experiencing inside has no release valve, and€hisbhna sometimes does things that
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seem radical, violent - even irrational. His régike the fire that he uses to destroy

things — it consumes him.

When confronted with the implications of his acBpKrishna seems to distance
himself from the ‘bad’ that can be associated wigm. Nair shows him justifying
setting fire to his brother’s bike to Chillum, steyf that he was bullied and simply
could not take it any longer. He fails to see thiatactions require a certain kind of
accountability, for there is a large discrepandyveen the person he perceives
himself to be, and the one others perceive hinetd\air's narrative is an attempt to
show us all of these aspects of identity throughititeractions of Krishna, and how

they proceed to form and shape him.

As stated above, Nair shows us how prevalent tbiedes of confusion are. She does
this by introducing a number of other characterghenfilm who are faced with the
same dilemma of having to deal with issues connogrtfieir immediate personal
identity, before they can accept themselves arallfiintegrate with society. Stated

in simpler terms: only when they can define, ackhawledge who they actually are,
will they be able to find those with whom they badcand in a sense develop a real
sense of social identity. Each child within theugr@pends his or her life in a struggle
to fit in and belong somewhere, for even thougly e young and uneducated and
uncared for, and come from widely divergent backgds, they all have an

instinctive need to belong.

In a telling scene in the cinema, for instanceyNhows us their fierce response to
subjugation. The boys are watching a feel-goodyBmlod film and are enthralled by
what is on screen. The scene shown is quite riagdéhe boys are fully aware of
what the lyrics and dance moves are implying. Téreysinging along when a fellow
cinema-goer slaps one of them against the hedidgteim to be quiet. The boy’s
response is that they paid for their tickets, jikst everyone else in the audience, and

therefore have a right to enjoy the film, just lieeryone else.

Boy: Why are you hollering? We've paid, just likeu. We'll do as we please.
(Nair,1988)
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The fellow cinema-goer acquiesces, even thouglydbag boy’s retort does not
necessarily explain the disturbance they are crgatio this boy, acceptance is
clearly reliant on money and the equality it enspesd as long as he pays his way,
he believes that he belongs. This does not appdping the cinema, but interacting

with the world at large.

Each of them has a different approach to try atadmathis sense of belonging. Some
choose to develop a certain reputation within tleeig, and create for themselves a
specific character. For example Saleem, who isvknior his rude jokes and bullying
nature, which protects him from being bullied imtuOthers choose to be defined by
the kind of jobs they do, for example drug deaésns certain reputations by
association, which protects them from being preyedAll of this is done in an effort
to establish for themselves a kind of ‘name’, aaa&tanding and a personal sense of

stature.

Many of the young people are confused about thamaselnd their identity, for
example Sweet Sixteen does not know whether stie éxploited child prostitute or a
willing lover, Rekha cannot decide if she is a neotar a kept woman, Chillum does
not know if he is a drug dealer or drug addictab® longs for recognition and
acceptance and power, and even though he seem@eatigtshut down, he carries
an awareness of this discrepancy between what htssw@be and what others believe

him to be. After a fight with Rekha he comments:

Baba: Everyone thinks I'm a two-bit pimp. What ¢@ay now? (Nair,1988)

He is clearly aware of just how little control hashover what others think of him (i.e.
his public identity) and his consequent acceptaacd,even emulation, of this view

in his public deportment (i.e. his immediate idgti

In a very revealing scene where Nair's key chard€teshna dictates a letter to his
mother, Nair shows us something of the pride tlyesmg people develop in these
characteristics and associated names. Becausmhetaead or write himself, he
employs the services of a professional letter wotethe streets of Bombay. In his

letter he tells his mother that he is now calledaipau’ (“teaboy”) instead of
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Krishna. To his way of thinking this name givemha specific purpose and standing
within his community as it is linked to his job agides him purpose. He is not just
another street kid who begs and steals, he islhctuteaboy. It is as if he has
started a new life, under a new name. In someehiddrner of his mind, however, he
does not wish to be forgotten as Krishna. Theegfibthis mother comes looking for
him, she will be able to ask for him by both naraed so he adds this to his letter.
What he does not fully realize the implicationisfthat the name ‘teaboy’, is even
more generic than Krishna. In a sense the stheleren are de-personified by these
titles, as the young boy who replaces Chillum shoWen Krishna asks him who he
is, he proudly replies ‘Chillum’, and for the firstne, Krishna is faced with how
transitory the street children are in this enviremtn They are easily replaced, a dime
a dozen, a commodity just like the tea and drugsttiey sell. For Krishna, this
realization comes much later in the film, but tetdr writer, through his dismissive
attitude towards the letter, shows his understandifrthe de-personification of these
children immediately. He does not even botheetwghe letter off, but crumples it

up and comments that it is a waste of a stamp.

However, in the beginning of the film, Krishnalstiihds comfort in this title —
‘teaboy’. It provides him with temporary validity operate within the
neighbourhood. Van Blerk, in a study of streetdrgih and their behaviour,
comments of this need to be validated through d &ininitiation process that each

newcomer needs to go through.

This first experience of the city begins the precesdeveloping children’s
identities on the street. This is not uniform asghoups children join impose
upon them particular outward manifestations. Subsegmovements into and
out of the street show that this identity is naetl and changes both
temporally and spatially. Through spending timelanstreet they become
drawn into spaces and social interactions thaftregsan identity

commensurate with street life. (Van Blerk,2005)p11

For Krishna, this is therefore the first step of mmitiation as a street child. The
process continues as he is introduced to hashishe @nd incarceration, but at this

point, in comparison to the other street childiga,development of identity is still in
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its formative stages. His short life has beerdilvith constant change and
uncertainty, and his perception of who he is andtvite stands for has therefore also

been a changing concept.

The film thus goes on to explore the attempts efvéwrious characters to ascertain
how their ‘immediate’ identity and perceived idéytielates to their ‘ideal’ identity.
For the purposes of this thesis, | thus want tai$aan this relationship of personal

identity to the notion of belonging. To do so,drstwith Nair’s portrait of Krishna.

The world through the eyes of Krishna

When Krishna lands on the streets of Bombay akergabandoned by the circus, he
is confronted with a myriad of influences, morarates and beliefs. It is in his
settling in a specific neighbourhood that he hasagportunity to develop his own set
of beliefs and attitudes. Amongst all of theserttest important are probably the
concepts of good and bad. For the first time, résis not governed or guided by
external forces, like his parents or his bossjdtgsponsible for his own actions and
survival. He therefore has choices, although &ahibnes. He can decide to go along
with the initiation process, which will allow him bperate with relative ease in this
kind of environment, or he can distance himselfrfithis group and its beliefs, and
continue in isolation. Within these parameters éissa number of other issues,
including moral decisions to be made — e.g. whéthetrive for his goals by honest

and truthful means, or by deceiving and stealing.

As Conroy and De Ruyter point out, issues of mtyaie shaped by environmental

issues and education:

We argue, children cannot avoid ideals—they areqred to them everyday
from a wide variety of sources. But these sourcdbaideals that they
promote are not necessarily good for the child’#-iveing or for her fellow
citizens. Consequently, teachers as moral agemesdraimportant role in
assisting children to acquire ideals that do meet s criterion of goodness in
addition to helping them fiect critically on the range of ideals they may

encounter in their communities and societ¥he social bases of the
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development of a child’s identity already show itgortance of education
and the role of parents and teachers. Not onlyree significant others who
influence a child’s perception of herself and thgrafluence the relative
correctness of a child’s self-represented identiitgy are also responsible for
offering children the horizons with which the chddn develop her identity.
(Conroy and De Ruyter,2002:p509)

Thrown into a world where he is left to his own @eg, Krishna's actual or
immediate identity is clearly in conflict with hideal identity, for his ideal identity is
not to belong to the street children, but to béi&avithin a family and a home. He
is, however, presently caught up in an initiatioogess which seems to offer him the
promise of a surrogate “family”, but will ultimagebnly be able to supply him with
the identity of a street child. His moral dilemieahus intense — but does he know
this? And more importantly: does hetually have a choice? It is the nature of this
conflict between the ideal and the actual iderstitteat makes Krishna'’s story so

important to tell and Nair’s film so compelling.

The decision to use the child Krishna as the patesg of her film is therefore quite
significant. Nair could have chosen to make tloeysvf Rekha, the prostitute mother,
the main focus of the film, and avoided all of tae®mplications, but instead she

chooses a child to be the messenger of the ideal&/shes to convey.

In the first place, the fact that Krishna is a dhilakes him a blank canvas of sorts.
The changes that years of street life make to sopés identity is not yet apparent in
Krishna. He is not a toddler who has yet to dgvelonscious decision-making skills,
but neither is he a teenager who should at thgedtave developed a sense of
independence and the beginning of a true underisiguod self. In fact, Nair
frequently highlights Krishna’s small body statupg,contrasting him against large
buildings, or shooting from above so that it sere® constant reminder of how
young and inexperienced he is. Thus for Krishhe perception of identity is much
more intuitive at this point, and most of his atpgsnto fit in or establish identity are
done subconsciously (as demonstrated earlier bgrhasic outbursts). An example of
this is his extreme reaction to Sweet Sixteen'ghpli Nair shows Krishna calmly

walking into her room, taking her hand and poufingl over her bed. He does this
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without any planning or sleepless nights tryinghiok of a solution — instead his
actions come across as being completely impulsidespontaneous. Having no
alternative way of expressing himself and his fiatgin, this is both a release
mechanism, but also a call for help. We are rendrafehe fact that this exact kind of
behaviour is also what got him abandoned by hiderot he set fire to a client of his
brother’s bike. The erratic nature of these ougtsuis therefore symbolic of some
internal struggle that is building inside of hinmdawhich overflows in times of
extreme stress or unhappiness. He is not at adéwelderstanding where he uses and
manipulates his identity consciously in a playgower. Van Blerk (2005) writes on
street children’s geography and specifically reterthis kind of identity fluidity and
‘cross-over’, where it becomes a tool for streeldecen to adapt to their different
environments. This is linked to the fact that beieves that the longer a person
stays in a certain area; the more likely they angitk up some of the characteristics
of that group. The children get to a point whéwytare able to switch different
identities on and off, as the situation asks forFbr example, they would behave
differently, and display different norms in frorttbeir families, if they meet up with
them again, than they would when they need tafd a particularly tough group on
the streets.

Krishna therefore does not as yet completely confar the characteristics of the
other street children, yet at the same time, Naiegiction of Krishna makes us
realize how different he is from non-street chifdrdn the scene where the children
are working as waiters at a wedding, the non-orploarupper-class children are
shown to be fat and well fed, as well as slighflgik as we see from the reaction of
the little boy that Saleem is aggressive towatds.immediately runs to his mother
who comforts him. The street children are shovding food in their clothing at
every opportunity, whilst the people at the paxyndt even look at the food that is
being served. In stark contrast the street childrerskinny and craving food and
fiercely territorial. This kind of set-up on thamp of Nair allows for comparison to
other kids of his age and thus the abnormalityi@huation is highlighted.

So how does Krishna then develop as a personhiiBeone of the conventional role
models in his life? The fact of the matter is,evtkids of his age would have been
school going, or if not that, been acquiring likélls through mimicking of
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parental/guardian actions. In this sense, Krisheft severely lacking. The
important formative influences that would have batained from observing his
parents and growing up with a family, are absesrnfhis life. He has been separated
from his mother and brother for a while, and hastin@r appointed adult looking
after him. He is in a sense an orphan who hasaimIfrom his own experience. He
does not have the luxury of learning from othergbe’s mistakes; he can only make
his own. He is a kind of Pinocchio — who was eBa#y a pure soul, but had a lot to
learn in order to become a ‘real’ boy. Krishna doeshave the luxury of a Guiseppe.
He only has prostitutes like Rekha, and drug dedilee Baba and Chillum in his life.

The basis for sound decision-making is therefoteonesent in Krishna’s life.

To complicate the matter further, Krishna has § sensitive nature, as Nair shows

us in his first subtle interactions with Sweet 8ed. Despite her crude rebuff of his
offer of tea, he patiently picks up another glass laolds it out to her. It is this
patience and hopeful countenance that softensphand makes her accept the second
glass. Krishna feels immense empathy with othveingch makes the cruelty of the
world he is in so much more confusing to him. T that the other children call

him ‘bumpkin’ is therefore a reflection of not orttys country origins, but also of his

innocence.

We also come to realise quite early in the filnt thashna is very trusting within a
dishonest environment. This is just an extensidmninnocence. He seems much
younger than he is because of the ease with wiadrulsts people. Nair artistically
structures examples of this throughout the filmonf the first scene where he gets
left behind by the circus up until the moment &t ¢éimd of the film where he realizes
that he is truly alone in the world, with no-oneuen to. Other examples include
Krishna allowing Chacha to keep track of what wagess owed, although this is also
due to the fact that he cannot read or write hifndéé trusts Chillum to show him a
place to hide his money. He trusts Manju to giwe& Sixteen the cookie he has
saved for her. The result for us as viewers iswleatan systematically see the
breakdown of Krishna’s inherent hopefulness. Aftegry instance he is betrayed by
one of his ‘friends’ he slowly starts losing higttiain people around him. Some of the
times he does not even realise who the peopléhatate really betraying him. He
thinks that his mother does not care because sher replies to the letter he sent her,
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but in actual fact it was the letter-writer who eegent the letter off in the first place.
He assumes that it is Saleem or one of the othex Wwho stole his money, and the
realization that it was actually Chillum almost wlegs him. For a while we see him
mechanically going through the motions of living,tee has no hope of returning
home any more. A small ray of light lifts him afthis depression when Manju gives
him her share of the wages they got for workinthatwedding. In fact it is not the
money that gives him hope, but the knowledge thamjM cares enough for him to

give up her share.

Thus we see that his issues with trust extendeatgr issues, such as the sanctity of a
family, the fairness of governmental systems aeddhalty of friends. In the few
years he spent with his mother he must surely gatten used to being included in a
family, and having friends. One would assume thainalonment would make him
cautious about trusting anyone again. But in iatthna does the opposite, which
indicates that maybe he thinks that his abandonmastappropriate punishment for
what he did to his brother’s bike. When he therefe confronted with other
innocent children like him, such as Manju, gettamgested and taken away from their
parents, he finally starts to understand how déeeepite world can be. Manju,
unlike him, does not deserve to be punished. Rdkka not deserve to have her
daughter taken away from her. And so this lead®itne fundamental changes in his
understanding of himself and his position in theldiolt is therefore only closer to
the end of the film when we start experiencing eide in the trust Krishna places in
others. It seems that when his trust is brokerstated occurrences, he is able to
process the disappointment and move on. Howevenwt all appears to happen at
one time, his fragile hold on reality and his neleritity proves to be too weak to
handle the disappointment. Chillum’s death, Babi@'seit, his own incarceration, the

theft of his savings — all of this contribute t@ final demise.

Therefore insofar as ‘normal’ circumstances of igdblood go, Krishna certainly does
not develop his identity through the conventionatinod. In the end, character
formation and identity is not the result or prodotthe way he is brought up by his
parents, or his schooling, or his religion, butdbtptality of experiences, starting with

his experiences in the city of Bombay.
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Mother Bombay

If we therefore look at Bombay as being the plabene most of Krishna’s
development takes place and knowledge is acquinedmage of the city takes on a
different meaning. Nair personifies the city dsral of surrogate mother. Not
always a very good one, at that. Bombay is aehatid refuge in the sense that it
provides a physical place to live in, but it does effer much physical comfort and
protection. When there is a semblance of comfailable, it comes at a price -
drugs will eventually kill, even though it providagemporary refuge from reality.
Bombay, like a very open-minded parent, providegge set of opinions and
attitudes, and lets everyone make their own chacesrdingly. It provides both
opportunity and pitfall, as if to test each indwvad. The mother Bombay also
portrays mixed values: it houses both templeshaathels; priests and prostitutes
call it home. The one good thing one can theredaseof Bombay as a surrogate
mother is that it does not discriminate, but indtaekhows everyone and everyone into

its ample bosom.

Filmically Nair's memorable images of the city difd on the streets, conveys a
disturbing impression of the murky chaos that tharacters are caught up in. She
deliberately shows us both squalor and majestytvibeextremes that the city

enfolds. Young children hide in the shadows toleenehilst and old man runs
around half-naked shouting incomprehensible seetentt seems crazily filled with
cars and human beings and life, yet later we ane@od more exposed to death that
is just as prevalent as life. People are literstigwn to be living, eating, sleeping and
dying on the street. And, by shooting many scérms above, Nair reinforces our
sense of characters immersed in a dominating chrgawns in the bigger scheme of

things.

It is in this context that Nair creates a visugresentation of an emotional journey by
a young boy. The dynamic relationship betweengratsidentity, its components
and its feed-through to social identity is summpdrua unique depiction of life on

the streets.
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Of course such stories are to be found in any itygacross the world, but the
particular lack of supporting systems and infratite is what makes the story of this
city so much more poignant. The Bombay of Kriskriaitial understanding, the
place where people go to become stars and find éarddortune, is the opposite to
what it becomes in the end: a last stop for thase have no other hopes of finding

themselves. As Rao so aptly puts:

Bombay is a city which allows you to withdraw irour own little shell,
clawed out of the concrete jungle even as the mklsasmanity crushes and
catches you in its frenetic pace. Itis the gatetwandia and an escape from
its intolerable paradoxes. Bombay is the cityhaf immigrant, who has left a

piece of his heart in some distant corner of In(#801:p2)

As Nair has said, it truly is a city of strangek&ishna’s desperate words echo eerily

in this context:

Krishna: Don't worry, I'll do something. I'll savnoney. We'll go back to the
village. It's lovely there. We'll leave this Bom forever. (Nair,1988)

This is the context in which Krishna is placed. wHall of these aspects of his
background proceed to affects his choices in éifel how Nair proceeds to portray

this, is what the balance of this chapter aimsmaze.

As briefly touched upon earlier, Krishna’s age nsakan the perfect protagonist. He
has some basic notions of good and bad, of rigthtvaong that were instilled by his
mother, but these are soon in jeopardy as they tors&and against basic survival
techniques. In this way, Nair does not need tavsii® how his sense of right and
wrong develops, as by this stage, we have to asthanhé is something he is familiar
with. His honest attempt at finding a job and @agnmoney proves that this line of
thinking is correct. Our own prejudices and assimng are also called into question
as Nair surprises us with Krishna'’s persistences adsume that because he now lives

on the street he will not want to work, but heegigedly pursuing his goal.
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Role models and support systems

As he does not have parents who care to look hifterthe factor that adds to
Krishna'’s crisis in establishing his own place efdmging, is the conflicting
relationships of the adults around him. Thesdtsendividuals he is supposed to
take as role models, people to look up to and l&am, but their actions puzzle and
confuse him. Rekha, Manju’s mother is both doting disinterested at times. Her
father is only kind or even cordial to her whenréhis something he can get from it.
Chacha uses Krishna to deliver tea for a minimurgeyaut fires him at the first sign
of trouble. Krishna is therefore only acquaintdthwdisappointment and
abandonment when it comes to adults. Howeveredimese are the only adults he is
exposed to, this is as far as his knowledge anémstahding of adulthood stretches.
If we had to look at the kind of identity formatidan Blerk refers to, it would

explain why the resultant identity is so differémthe norm:

In several cities street identity has been defingélation to processes of
exclusion that suggest street children are outsiolenal’ society (Baker,
1998; Beazley, 2002; Young, 2003). The result iklodn develop identities
that are in direct resistance to greater structopesating in their societies.
For example, Beazley (2002) discusses how Indonestiaet girls adopt a
masculine style as part of their identity in opgiosi to their subordination in
male dominated street life.

In many cases this exclusion and marginalisatioouiih living on the streets
is because it is viewed as the antithesis to tbkaiised image of an
appropriate childhood where children are locatetiiwithe realms of the
home and family (Ennew,1996). (Van Blerk,2005:p9)

Furthermore, this contrasting depiction of aduitd their values explains Krishna'’s
reluctance to appeal for help, or turn to themefdvice. The only loyalty and

acceptance he experiences from any group is frerfelow street children, and it is
therefore this group that he attempts to fit invahd who ultimately have the most

direct effect on his developing identity.

Krishna the displaced
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Krishna becomes acquainted with a variety of charasome of whom he comes to
see as his friends. It is these characters thasaofluences on the undulating road

of his identity formation and help him to adapticumstances

So, at different stages throughout the film Nawwh Krishna as it were trying out
different identities for different circumstancescilameleon-like fashion, as
demonstrated by his friends and his relationshiipls them. Firstly he tries out
marijuana in an attempt to be more like ChillumheTrug makes him feel strange,
Nair shows him tripping over things and being dligiparanoid. He also sees the
way the drug affects Chillum and is never showhdaising it again. On another
occasion Krishna goes out on a drinking binge withother street children.
Although we don’t often see him joining the grougtheir activities, this celebration
is the result of their teamwork earlier that défrishna has already committed a
crime with them, so he now decides to join themtlieroccasion. They ride in a cart
and are shown to be exhilarated and joyous upet@dint when Krishna vomits. The
elation they shared moments before rapidly disagpaad thus Krishna has his first
experience with alcohol and robbery in one dayishra also gives in to a moment
where he has the chance to feel what it must leetdilbbe Manju. When Rekha calls
him in from the rain, dries him off and listenstb@ radio along with the children, he

feels safety and happiness for a short while.

Despite the varying age, sex, background and isted Krishna's friends in

Bombay there is one characteristic that they afehAll of them, in some way,
represent an aspect of Krishna’s search for idetttdt he wishes to understand for
himself. Sweet Sixteen, like him, is cast out by fe@rents and left to make her own
way in a dangerous world. Sweet Sixteen can lifermt understand the language or
the conventions of the strange city she finds tieirseand in this way her life is a
parallel image for the landscape that Krishna finidsself in and of his own
experiences. As much as there is confusion opdheof Sweet Sixteen regarding
her circumstances and future, there is uncertantggards to Krishna’s surroundings
and future. They are both equally crippled by & laicunderstanding, for they are
outsiders. Because of Krishna's sensitivity to othésiders, he wants to act as a kind
of saviour to Sweet Sixteen, so he tries to distnac from her homesickness with tea
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and baby chicks. He even tries to help her esdapbrbthel, even though the two are
soon recaptured and punished. Subconsciouslysstaded to realise that he cannot
save himself, that he needs a hero in his lifake him away from this harsh reality.
So because he sees in Sweet Sixteen the sameahilitgrhe offers to portray this
role in Sweet Sixteen’s life. In another way, ghthe personification of his desire for
love. In her he sees all of his own yearningse-falis for Baba simply because he

pretends for a while to care for her.

Initially, Krishna seeks out Chillum, in the hopet their friendship will give him
some street credit. As previously mentioned, ighisot a conscious decision, but
rather a subconscious attraction towards a perddiue of power. This ‘power’ that
Krishna senses, is in actual fact fear engenderethers, but Krishna only realizes
this much later. The people on the street feall@hiand what he stands for, and
thus steer clear of him. But it definitely is tipart of Chillum’s personality, the
cynicism and tough attitude, which draws Krishn&tollum in the first place. Van

Blerk notes that this is a common occurrence amaigset children:

Social relations between street children and otberthe street are imbued
with notions of power that shapes the creationasfipular street identities
within specific localities. (Van Blerk,2005:p8)

To Krishna this signifies power, as mentioned, hedvishes to be as tough and wise
in order to protect himself. Chillum is the oldepther he would have chosen for
himself if he had the chance, not his real brothtes abused and bullied him.

Chillum would have been the kind of brother who Waduave shown him the world
and shared his experiences, rather than bully attdrchim. In return for his
‘friendship’, Chillum finds acceptance and admiatinstead of fear, something he
has rarely experienced. Nair shows Chillum mastligolation, except for those
shots in which he is with Krishna. He can ofterfdend sitting at the train station,

seemingly waiting for something.

When Krishna therefore gets to know Chillum, hdizea that Chillum cannot be his
saviour, defense against the world or his surrofgdtesr and thus their roles are

reversed. Krishna now takes care of Chillum, whtum becomes a kind of ghost of
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things to come. Chillum is almost a living represdion of the bridge they walk past
on the first night Chillum takes Krishna out. Hdig Krishna that the bridge is where
the souls of Bombay’s dead children wander — bull@h himself is really already
dead and wandering. In the end of the film hediaesady been replaced by another
young boy who is called Chillum and deals drugsHaba. He is representative of
the senseless cycle of life and death for the admldf Bombay.

Despite the fact that Chillum is much more advanoehis decline than Krishna,
there are certain undeniable similarities betwéerntwo characters: Chillum was a
runaway like Krishna who sought refuge in Bombaypihg to make money to go
home. Chillum admits that he too shared a naigardrof escaping the streets. To his
own detriment, Chillum got caught up in Baba’'s veélies and drugs, and the result
is the cynical young man Krishna gets to know. sTikithe young man who, despite

his own similar background, mocks the young Krishpaaying:

Chillum: So you think you can go back and breatheet village air?
(Nair,1988)

Krishna becomes similarly caught up in Baba'’s wkles, and indirectly with his
drugs. As with Chillum, it is as a direct resuitadl of these interwoven

complications relating to Baba that Krishna coneea tall.

Manju, on the other hand, is almost the femaleioprsf Krishna’'s innocence. She is
symbolic of Krishna’s need be a child who has p@rerino care and love. She, like
him, is most happy when sheltered and safe, amgbsawith her the same kind of
naiveté that Krishna has. Their parallel naturesranically what land them into
trouble and into social care. When Krishna lodkesfdis money to one of Chillum’s
drug binges, Manju is the one who gives her wages & wedding gig to Krishna to
start saving up again. As payment for this kindn&sishna cannot leave Manju
behind when she stumbles as policeman gives clidsar innocence is then very
abruptly taken from them when the policeman stéss money and puts them in the
back of a truck. A man that is already in the krtlwat transports them to the assorted
compounds seems to sense this loss of innocertee @#s a hand on Krishna’'s head
and says:
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Old man: It's all going to be all right. One dayn.our India, everything will
be all right. (Nair,1988)

Towards a sense of self

With that said the parental and peer influencekisidentity have been isolated and
discussed. What is left to analyze as aspectsodléntity are harder to isolate. As
has been shown, Krishna has, through his varidesactions with adults in his life,
come to face certain perceptions about himselies€rare not necessarily in line with
what he feels he stands for, but neverthelessughrtheir repetition they become
imbedded in his mind. We can call this percephi@sense of selfThis perception

of self, as explained at the start of the chajgeanextricably bound to his

development of identity, and thus changes as histity formation changes.

As Krishna enters Bombay, his self-esteem is ex@éhehow. He has been rejected
and abandoned twice, and the fear and uncertarastfully captured by Nair in the
first scene where we encounter Krishna at the sirddee is instructed by the circus
boss to run to the nearest village and purchases ®t paan masala. The camera
follows the boy as he runs into the hills on higed. In the meantime the circus
people are packing up, the tent has been pullechdowl everything is being readied
for their departure. When Krishna returns fromdnsand, the clearing is deserted.
Nair zooms in on the expression on his face asarels at the edge of the clearing
where the circus tent was pitched only hours agbe internalisation of the
abandonment and loss and insecurity is vividly wagat in the face of the young boy
as he stands on the edge of the clearing wherarthes tent stood only hours before.
The camera zooms in on the actor, moving closef,the camera is the emotion that
is finally hitting home. We become aware of Krigtmbreathing, which is in contrast
with the silence surrounding him. The rustling @apand debris signifies what

Krishna is to the circus: disposable garbage t¢effte blown about by the wind.

The second time that he is abandoned it is almostemhan the first time. When his
mother left him with the circus initially, Krishrteuly believed that he would be able
to return home if he could get together the mohmyw that he has been left behind
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again he realises that this dream is more unatikarthan ever before. This feeling of

being alone and small and insignificant is now fyrmmbedded.

What makes Krishna special and hence the truegwotst of Nair’s film — and the
core of her message — is the fact that despitetibibas a streak of hope and
optimism and the spark of a strong though unforseflimage embedded in the tiny
body.

When he enters Bombay and is introduced to the athabitants of the street, he
realizes that he is not alone in this underworl@ombay. There are countless others
just like him, and in some ways, worse than hima way, this reassures him, and his
self-esteem rises slightly. Krishna thereforetstaff as a tea boy in an honest
attempt to better himself in order to return horimt only is he working for the 500
rupees he needs to pay off the bike that he setdjrbut he also needs to pay off the
guilt he feels for the deed he committed. Bombeagomnes, for a time, the means to
an end. The euphoric feeling of doing honest wedoon marred by the disdain of
his fellow inhabitants. They sense his optimismd hope, and in a twisted kind of
jealousy, attempt to pull him down and discouraige. hSaleem spitefully steals his
tea and drinks it. The boys make fun of his kiedtgres towards Sweet Sixteen.
Even Chillum taunts him and uses him. His atterapteaking an honest living are
marred, and so his self-worth falls again. Andhsosee-saw of self-worth goes up
and down for the duration of the film: rising wh8weet Sixteen acknowledges him,
falling when Chillum steals his money; rising whdanju gives him her hard-earned
money, falling when he is bullied by the stronged alder boys in the Chiller Room.

The importance of this perception of self cannotibderestimated, as it is the
constant against which every individual measurasdn herself. If Krishna believed
that he was as bad as his mother thought him tbeéoe/ould have put up no fight,
and accepted whatever life had in store for hins.h& does not believe in this
external perception of who and what he is, he gtagyto understand how this has
come to pass, and to what extent it is accurabe cbnflict between perceived and
actual self is therefore the relationship thatasg honed and whittled down, so as to
merge at some point. The last scene in which Kegk shown sitting on a low wall,

internalizing the trauma of the past few days, ek the actual and perceived self
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finally meet, and Nair’'s lengthy focus on his e)gsien and deflated body language

tells us the implication of this ‘meeting’ with hgalf for Krishna.

Memory and nostalgia

The last, and possibly most important influenciagtér on his sense of personal
identity is that of memory, or as previously reéetto, nostalgia. Although Krishna
must have been old enough to have been able todondwmetain accurate memories
when he left home, he has nevertheless manageasttotdome of these images in his
mind in order to suit his perceptions of self. Him, the concept of home has
becomes larger than life, just like Uganda becomese real to Jay than when he
actually lived there. Krishna, in his eternallypledul state, chooses to forget all of the
unpleasant memories linked to home. He choosksdet about the fact that he was
being bullied by his brother, and that his mothesse to discard and abandon him

like he was not even human.

‘Home’ and everything it signifies becomes Kristmaltimate goal. He even
attempts to make others believe in this fantasyrdter to make it more tangible to
himself. Van Blerk finds that this romanticizatisnprevalent in communities across
the world, giving validity to this statement regagiKrishna’s view of home when

quoting Beazley:

Although children develop attachments to speciféces in Kampala, through
belonging to a particular ‘depot’, home is stillmanticised as a positive place
providing love and security. In discussing ‘homelwal image sometimes
emerged where problems at home resulted in chilléanng for the streets
contrasted with nostalgic ideas about what itke At home (Beazley,2000b).
(Van Blerk,2005:p12)

Krishna’s nostalgic view of home is therefore amotimdication that he is in the
process of accepting the identity of a street chifiis ultimate surrender to this
identity comes when he stabs Baba in order to pr&ekha. This action seals in him
all of the elements of identity associated witlestrchildren, and opposes all of the

elements he believed in being his ideal identitair’'s final shot of Krishna is an
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intimate study of the hopelessness and despaifltizats him with the realization of
what he has done, and also what he has becomeREikiea, he is now finally a lost

soul, at “home” on the streets.

Concluding thoughts

Ultimately, Salaam Bombayprovides us with a dark and sombre look at how the
identities of street children are affected by tliewrnstances under which they grow
to adulthood. Even the adults have difficulty keghead above water in this kind of
environment, so the chances of the children easifjotiating successful identity
formation are minimal. Yet, Rao has indicatedtha$ also become a landmark film,

not only in Nair's oeuvre, but in the history ofiseis cinema:

International recognition has however bestoweditia accolade on Mira
Nair, who made “Salaam Bombay” a slogan, a catehgeh and an enduring
metaphor not only for the sheer spirit and instfoctsurvival that animates its
street children, but for the city itself. (Rad)2@p4)
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CHAPTER FIVE

Conclusion

| feel very much that cinema is born as a mediunafiure exile. The idea of
going out of your hotel in Mississippi and lookimgt of your window and
seeing your garden in Kampala. This is somethiag ¢imema lends itself to
brilliantly, almost as much as literaturéGreer,2002:plL

| am attracted to ideas that will provoke people anake them look at the
world a little differently - stories that come frany part of the world.
(Anbarasan, Otchet,1998:p1)

What has become clear from this thematic look aaMiair’s films is that a primary
concern in her work is precisely what is suggesbtethe first statement above (taken
from an interview aboutlississippi Masalg the films are all, in one way or another,
concerned with notions of exile, alienation andgsbkarch for identity and a sense of
belonging. And the discussions of the films haveven, | hope, that she has been
superbly able to exploit all the advantages ofdisen medium to bring her
remarkable visual inventiveness and artistry ilé&y [in order to communicate this to

an international audience and to make them thiak ebjective .

Let us begin this concluding chapter by brieflydog at some of the more important
aspects of this central theme, as identified indiscussions of the films in chapters
2-4.

Concepts of Home

The notion ofhome- as a physical place as well as a mental, metaphoimaginary
space - is a central concept in much of coloniding and art. “Home is where the

heart is” is not merely a trite saying, it is ptdgia real reflection of a state of mind
that is in evidence all over the world. World la&ure is full of examples of this, and
the field of diasporic studies today is concernétth vgésues of alienation and exile —

and specifically also in its continuing importarnieehe post-colonial world, where
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movement and displacement have become even morerfuband disruptive in some
ways. What is important to note is that in mostsdiscussions the idea does not
necessarily refer to a physical structure in aipaer place, but in many cases

specifically also to the connotations and emotisadilies attached to the concept.

To illustrate some of the nuances of this as itgpes to Nair’s films, consider the
following excerpt, taken from an article writtencaib an elderly woman who is
reflecting on her and her sister’s lives, growimgini India when it was still a colony,

and then returning to England for visits and ielgtears to reside there permanently.

As Josephine reflects, "If my mother didn't livetie house in Brighton, |
would have no reason to go to Brighton, becaus@éehet of it all is in that
house. It always has been. My grandmother livecethadl my children, if they
think of England, they think of that house. It'stja simple, little house, but
that was England to them." For five generationsesiine 1930s, this dwelling
has embodied family and country. It sheltered fiFle' ggrandparents for the
duration of World War Il, becoming for Marjorie gsbol of Britain under
siege and her family in peril, particularly aftesteay bomb fell less than a
block away. The house was also the destinatioddsephine, Judy and their
father on their first trip ever "Home" to Englanftea the war, and more
recently, Marjorie's 470 journal of social histavinter 2005 widowed sisters
Daphne and then Dorothy came to live there. Theehionthe heart of
southern England provides a particular sense ofngahg that unites family
and nation. It is the one place, across time, caimggeveryone in the family.
(Formes,2005:p469)

Clearly there are a variety of influences at playeh the first being thdtomeis a
space where an individual feels physically safe@léas emotionally at peace, and
the second that the word implies something thatireq loyalty in return for this
sense of belonging - be it a country, a nationaditgulture or a family. It thus
contains a history and is not limited to a physgtalicture of some kind. Lastly, the
idea of home is a constant presence in the minkeoindividual, even if the physical

home not remain in the same physical space.
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If a person is not able to find a sense of homeetwnging of some kind however, he
or she may start experiencing a feeling of aliemata distance from understanding of
the self. In an Internet blog, based on a unityeexercise she had done on the
notion of “home”, N. May describes this sense adration experienced when living
in a country other than one’s place of birth, amdoduces the interesting idea that

“othering” and being “othered” as something onemip to oneself.

Living for a year in Amsterdam, the capital of thetherlands, did make me
realize, that my taken-for-granted notion of horad bther perspectives than
home as just being a place to stay and live. Ttierdnt aspects and notions
of home like culture and identity, including the&of defining oneself in
opposition to an “other” which many sociologistslanthropologists has
written about, became more clear to me, duringpthreod | was away from
my Danish home. (May,2005:p1)

This alienation or “self-othering” haunts all oktbharacters in Nair’s films. Krishna
in Salaam Bombayfeels like he is not really part of the group tvést children he
lives with. From the perspective of the otheredtichildren, he is the ‘other’, the
country bumpkin, the boy who thinks that he is detihan everyone else because he
does not steal, but prefers to slave away as hdga-The term is dependent on the
viewpoint of the party in power. If Krishna and Hiellow street children were seen
as a group from the viewpoint of the privileged dids guests they worked for,
they, the street children who had so easily pustresthna out, become the ‘other’ in

turn.

Because Krishna feels that he cannot share dtledf talues and experiences, his
longing for home becomes stronger and strongeir fi@uses on the natural instinct
of human beings to return to a place of safetylaidnging, and in adverse
circumstances, this feeling only becomes stronfjezan be equated to the emotions
of soldiers at war. Their memories of home becolaarer and stronger, the more in
danger and further from home they get. They witldenly long for things they took
for granted, like fresh milk or cheese or home-miaigiad. Loved ones will be

missed more acutely, and all past injustices faegoin the face of death or injury.
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This is exactly what happens to Krishna. ‘Homehim, becomes an over-
romanticised, more real-than-real concept. Andefioee, ultimately, the dream of
home is never realised, perhaps because it was @ree’, in the strictest sense of

the word, in the first place.

Jay inMississippi Masalahares this ability to enhance the good aspeletiedeto a
place, and make them govern his memory of it. Whgtalso manages to do on top
of this, is to isolate his feelings of pain ancemtjon from his memories. He, like
Krishna, completely compartmentalizes what actuadlgpened to them in that space
they refer to as ‘home’, from what their reasonmépr not being there. And so he
finally learns that home is wherever his wife amifamily is, and that it has little to
do with the country in which they find themselvesor where they came from,

though these may have had a part in shaping wim he

In Monsoon Weddingome is the sacred space of trust for which lnalist fight. He
must defy cultural norms in order to do so, buitiimately proves to be worth the
fight.

Nostalgia and identity

Linking to the ideas about exile and alienatiorlinat above is the impact of feelings

of nostalgia. Gopinath describes it in terms obkection of short stories:

This experience of migration is the grounds uporctvithe narrative unfolds;
the novel is structured in terms of remembrancth thie narrator, Arjie,
recalling a “remembered innocence of childhood...molered in they hues

of a twilight sky”. Such a phrase, coming earlyiothe novel, seems to signal
that the text can be comfortably contained withgoaventional genre of exile
literature, one that evokes from the vantage pafietxile an idyllic, coherent,

pre-exilic past shattered by war and dislocati(@®opinath,1997:p467)

Nair’s films show us how powerfully nostalgia is mif@sted in many ways within the
everyday lives of her characters and - through thatarts us to the role it may play

in our own lives. There are of course differeegmes of nostalgia. For example, in
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Mississippi Masalalay’s nostalgia is vested in his vivid and idesadissmembrances
of Uganda and its landscape. For Mena on the bidwed nostalgia is not such a
deliberate, conscious, everyday focus in herideshe does not spend her time and
energy thinking about Uganda every day, like htrda What she does, however do,
is subconsciously emulate some of the good aspétteir life in Uganda. When she
and her mother and father drive away from theirseon Kampala, Mena says
goodbye to a little black boy, who, judging frone thassionate and continuous
goodbye she cries out, was a very good friend of. h&/hen she is then grown up
and living in Greenwood, she seems to need to caiglithe existence of this boy in
her life. Nair shows Mena being almost compulsiatracted to Demetrius from the
start. Even though they are involved in a carltraiich is not necessarily the best of
circumstances, she goes up to greet him when glsehgm in a club, although he
shows no signs of recognizing her. She is thé piesson to make a move and call
Demetrius, and finally it is also Mena who attentptseconcile and goes in search of
Demetrius. Mena therefore finds a substitute lierlittle boy that she said goodbye
to in Uganda. She finds him in Demetrius, and whenfather once again wants
them to move away from where they have been livahg, finds that this time she
cannot leave the little boy behind. Now that theice is hers, Mena is willing to

give up her sense of security in order to maingainendship and relationship with
Demetrius and the unknown future that he represeddsher whole life (like her

father’s) is really driven by a sense of longingddost past, i.e. nostalgia.

For Lalit inMonsoon Weddingiostalgia is more complex and less easily idieotif

But it is a powerful presence nevertheless, arichately becomes a source of
empowerment. He is a man who is deeply rootedsrdmily relationships, as is
shown in the scene where he stands across thef besldaughters with his wife
Pimmi whilst they are sleeping, and passionateltestthat he would do anything to
protect them. His yearning is therefore for a tinken these young women were just
little girls, and had many years left that they Waospend in his house, under his care.

Another facet of this nostalgia is Lalit's yearnifog the simplicity of life when he
was younger, and possibly to when his eldest bratlas still alive to take the lead
and guide the family. In fact his enshrined menwairizis dead brother is a strong

symbol in Nair’s film, for the brother’s presencefelt and shown throughout the
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film. For example Lalit makes mention of him irslsipeech at the first dinner of the
week of wedding celebrations and refers to himetiare he talks about Tej, his
brother-in-law. Finally, it is in front of his btieer’s portrait that Lalit is forced to
face up to a supremely confident Tej, seemingharmed by the previous night’'s
confrontations and accusations, and take a stAnthis stage in the film, we are very
familiar with the figurative presence of Lalit'sda@r brother, and in this scene his
picture serves as a strong visual reminder ofglegence, both to us as viewers and

to Lalit — and inspires him to act.

Shifts of power

The foregoing example brings us to another impottaamatic aspect of Nair’'s
narrative strategies, namely the role power ratatiips, be they personal, physical or
political, can play in character formation and itign This theme manifests itself in
almost all of the relationships Nair explores im fiens, though different kinds of
power relationships may affect different characterdifferent ways, and may impact
more on some characters than on others. For egaagpkhown in Chapter 2, in
Mississippi Masalathe exertion of brutal political power has a msttonger and
more immediate effect on Jay than it has on higlas. In her case, it is the
vagaries opersonal powethat play a much more important role in creatirgpvand
what she is. Ii'falaam BombayNair takes up a more polemical position and
scrutinises the impact of the power roles exerteddults and socio-political entities
on personal identity and the development and grafvenspecific child — and on
children in general. The film is thus an indictrhehthe status quo that allows for
children to be put into ‘homes’ that act as holdangas for juvenile ‘criminals’. In
Monsoon Weddinghe takes a completely different tack, focusingamopersonal or
political power, but on cultural and social powehich can blind one man’s ability to

see the pain his own family is suffering.

Such then are some of the themes of the work. Amathpect that has become clear
in this study is that Mira Nair is really a cinemgartist whose unique talent is to use
her medium as a tool in her expression of her idéa£hapter 1 we discussed much

of this (including some more technical aspects)eurtide sectiohe Voice of Nair
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but to conclude this study, let us return to softhi® more prominent qualities of

Mira Nair’s film language.

Characterization and identity formation:

The first point to make is that Mira Nair’s filmseaclearly and unashamedly
character driven. It is the power of her charaz&ions — not only of individuals, but
also of groups, of cultures and of cities — alwbiich contain her “messages” and

which she uses to drive her arguments and compeiiéwers to take notice.

The main characters in Nair’s films share someeratlistinctive traits, in most cases
an equal measure of vulnerability and perseveraAsemuch as Jay, Kinnu, Mena
and Demetrius are rendered powerless by theirmtatiod, they all persist in finding a
way to deal with their changing understanding eirtivorld. Change and the ability
to adapt something they come to know intimatelye $ame can be said of Lalit,
Pimmi, Aditi, Ria and Dubey. They are also seekingdentity that fits and defines
them. Each of them approaches it from a diffeagmgfle, but once again the point is

that they are all attempting, indeed daring, tongeethe status quo.

In this respect Krishna is possibly one of the npmsjnant characters because of his
vulnerability, his youth and the devastating natifrais circumstances, yet he
appears in some of the most hopeful and humanesaderall of Nair’s films. For
example, despite all of the tragedies that havallegf him, he still has the capacity to
be compassionate, as is demonstrated throughrsgise handling of a little baby
chicken. He protects and cares for it, before lesgmit on as a gift for someone that

he really does not know, yet cares for.

Nair's portrayal of these characters is precise@nistent. Once a behavioral
pattern has been set, she repeats instances dttieen throughout the film in
guestion, to reinforce the characterisation aralltaw for logical lines of
development. For example, Krishna’s naive, trustiatyre, is constantly replayed,
under varying circumstances $alaam Bombayhs he keeps being tripped up and
disillusioned. This quality is shown to be the od@ngerous yet stabilising constant
in a world that is constantly in shadow, shiftimglasliding out of reach around the
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boy. InMississippi MasaldNair provides Mina with a clear arch of developiteom
the beginning of the film to the end. Her stroegtcal memory of her relationship
with the little black boy she has to leave behimtlganda, is balanced with a
corresponding relationship with Demetrius in thegant time of the film. Thus, at
the end of the film we feel as if she has becomelevhgain, her memories of her
Ugandan childhood have become integrated into \Mledssnow, and she and the boy

of her memories have been united again, if noersg@n then at least in remembrance.

The fact that her characterizations are so comsgig@ne of the reasons that we can
understand the motivations and journeys of eatchetharacters so well. We can
understand what is driving them and even the lbs®as changes in attitude or

beliefs can be spotted this way.

A sense of place

Another way that Nair helps us to understand hemtts and the various
psychological journeys the characters undertakeraigh her detailed and almost
painterly depictions of the locations and environtsghey operate in. This point was
substantially discussed in Chapter 1, but it begpeating here. IBalaam Bombay!
we never get to see Krishna’s shelter from theideityet the old abandoned go-cart
is a signal that we are now in their lair. Evemicity and an environment that is as
unpredictable and ever-changing as Bombay, Nailsfanvisual element that will root
us as viewers. IMississippi Masalahe uses music as a very effective tool to
enhance our understanding and emotional conneictithve city she is portraying.

The slightly bluesy tones of Greenwood places wskind of auditive limbo, whereas
the African beats of Uganda fills us with anticipatand a little bit of fear for the
unknown. In Delhi irMonsoon Weddinghe often shows us flashes of cityscape and
people in between scenes, as if to remind us affalie stories that are playing
themselves out all over the city at the same ti®lke also shows us some of the
moods of Delhi through her use of colour. WhentiAdier mother and Ria go
shopping for pashmina’s and sari’s the day is a®hd vibrant as the scarves they
are looking at, but when Aditi escapes the hougmtand see her lover Vikram the

night is ominous in its lack of visibility due tbe rain that is pouring down.

126



A sense of cultural context

The cultural context of each film is as clear tewgrs as the physical spaces in which
the characters are portrayed. Monsoon Weddingre see the curious juxtapositions
of modernism and traditionalism in the cell phoaad prayer meetings, the wedding
traditions and the brandy that is served at thegegent party. It is apparent in the
clothes the characters wear — Ria and Aditi in ntia@itional clothing than Ayesha
in her Western clothes and her tattoo. The mounffant sung by the women at
Aditi’s pre-wedding ceremony clashes with the texbeat of the pop song Ayesha
performs to. IrBalaam Bombaydhe symbolizes the transient culture of Bombay
through the train station. It is the first imagaskina is confronted with when he
arrives in Bombay, and it is a scene he frequastlyisits with Chillum. It is here
that people come and go, constantly on the mowar é¥en gives us hints of a more
subtle nature of the guile of Bombay through theleaiding images of the Bollywood
star performing on the old television in the stati?®When Krishna buys his ticket to
go to Bombay the cashier tells him to come backimstar. In reality when Krishna
arrives at the station the only glamour and glézskes is on the television screen,

high up and unreachable by anyone.

Being of India

Despite the fact that her films play out in varialifferent cities and sub-cultures,
they are always somehow rooted in Indian-ness. tAisds not a chance occurrence,

but a life-view, as illustrated by the followingrament she has made:

It is an enormous validation to see people on scnd® look like us in India
or elsewhere in the South. We must tell our owniespbecause nobody else
is going to do it for us. | must say | enjoy thepgensibility of exploring and
portraying these stories through film-making. Aftdr film, unlike academia,

reaches millions. (Anbarasan, Otchet,1998:p1)

Like many successful writers, it is in fact herioe@l qualities that open the way for

her work to have universal appeal, for what comés play is a true understanding of
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the depth of human emotion and complexity withknawn and profoundly

understood socio-cultural context.

Monsoon Weddinfand more recentlfhe Namesalenay be seen as the most direct
and obvious attempts to address this feeling oheotedness to India, but all of the
other films are also concerned with identity issugdated to India.Monsoon Wedding
deals with the intricacies of expectations withicudture, and how the characters
attempt to find a more comfortable way of livingtkn that culture. It also addresses
some of the issues that are brought uMlississippi Masalanamely that of how non-
resident Indians (NRI's) attempt to convey and pargte their culture within other
countries. In a wonderfully humorous scendlississippi Masalaa large group of
Indians are congregated for the celebration of aiage in Greenwood, Mississippi.
Everyone is dressed in traditional clothes, théibalecorated appropriately with
flower garlands and when it is time for speechestiaster of ceremonies declares
that even though they are thousands of miles aveawy fndia, they should sing a song
in praise. As Nair lets her camera glide overfloes of the wedding guests, one
notices how the older generation sings with gusdme with their eyes closed. The
younger generation is completely at a loss as tat wie words to the song are, never
mind what it actually means. They have become ¢etely removed from the
internalization of the culture, yet they continoeoutwardly propagate it through their

clothing and conventions.

In Salaam BombayNair's gaze is more critical, more focused in wshe depicts a
layered society fraught with trouble. The city afirBbay is presented as a culture-
within-a-culture, one that breeds its own set @i@groblems. The culture is still
decidedly Indian, as the films, music, media arttrsgindicates, but the film’s real
focus is really another layer within that set ofteral systems. The world &alaam
Bombaylis a specific substratum in the city, a sub-celtoir poverty and neglect,
where the street children suffer under the swagnaflisinterested and uncaring
government system. Even though these childrearamngst those of their own
culture, they are still outsiders who are ignoresljlected and abused by those
individuals who have more agency and power. Theyedt to fend and fight their
way to survival within the city limits. Nair is oamenting on the inability of people
within the Indian city to care for and look aftexch other, even when they are of the
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same race and culture. If a city of people casdmdifferent towards those of their
own kind, how much more removed would a town like&hwood be towards
immigrants? The degree of severity however, iatthe same. Being rejected by
the group you technically belong to sometimes doese damage than being cast out

of a group that was never yours to begin with.

The film-maker as thinker and poet

When Nair was interviewed ovianity Fairin The Oakland Tribune in 2004 she made

the following statement about Thackeray:

What | loved about Thackeray's point of view weet tie observed his own

society in a very clear-sighted way and with arrlsicesatirical touch.

He was an insider but a total outsider who wouldose the sham and the

hypocrisy of his own people with great insight.aist,2004:p1)

It is clear that Nair admires Thackeray for thelsaracteristics, and not surprisingly
echoes some of these sentiments within her owrsfilBhe also looks at her own
society in a ‘clear-sighted’ way, and in her cdgs tan be done from both a Western
and Eastern perspective, as she has enough ‘ciadeta prove herself
knowledgeable on both matters. It is in her aptlit offer social critique on both
sides of the dividing line that the appeal of hiend lie. We are never left feeling
wanting to know what the story would have been iilseen from the opposite
perspective. She gives us equal opportunity terstdnd both Baba and Krishna’s
reasons for feeling insecure about themselves.sBbws us Demetrius’s side of the
story through sketching the black American dilemara] yet does not hesitate to
criticize it at the same time. She points out hymies and dualities so that we as

viewers can make up our own minds.

This brings me to another point that helps us wtdad why Nair's films are so
successful. She does not convey to the audienogerehe feeling that she is
judging in her portrayals of human beings. Weraeer forced to take sides as she
shows us both the good and bad in her charadBasa for example has in fact
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‘saved’ Rekha from a life of prostitution on theestt, although she still has to work
from her apartment. At least she was able to bhasieild and a better standard of
living out of the arrangement. Jay is shown t@laoting father to his daughters but
we are not fooled into thinking he is the perfethér, as Nair shows us that he is
particularly hard on his son. Yet the outcomedsthat we perceive Jay as being a
bad person. All that this manages to do is to mekieel more of an affinity with
these characters, as they are made to be humamgikrhrough showing us both the
good and bad sides to each character and thenirgjas to make our own
conclusions, we grow along with the characterdodked at it from that point of
view, Nair is actually giving her audience membagsncy to make their own
choices. She is daring them to go out and debhatessue and make up their own

minds, and that is a particularly refreshing aspétier films.

Nair admits that this is a particular focus of hewrsd one can see the origination of it

very early on in her life:

| fell into cinema, and then became possessed bgtiirted as an actor,
committed to fairly radical experimental theatiteest protest theatre and
related things. | was also a good student, aneadfunder the illusion |
might have become an academic. | received a fhblacship to study at
Harvard University when | was eighteen and wergusue my interest in
theatre. But once there, | felt the theatre auitigersity was too conventional,
too staid, compared to what | had done in Ind&s® grew impatient with the
lack of control one has an actor. Actors are alvaythe mercy of directors
and their vision of the world. | wanted to be tmean control - telling the
story, controlling the light, the gesture and ttafe. Creative freedom is

imperative for me.

Making independent films is an obsessive task #igpan idea, writing the
script, finding finance, casting, shooting and iedit Then comes the big
struggle to make sure the film is distributed tigloout the world. All of this
could easily take one or two years. In order te inith a project every day for
two years | have to be obsessed by it. | can omlgeniilms about subjects that

get under my skin and make my heart beat fastan hot in the business of

130



producing films which offer a pleasant way of filj a Sunday afternoon. That
is for others to do, and | don't dismiss it. Ban attracted to ideas that will
provoke people and make them look at the worlttla tilifferently - stories
that come from my part of the world. (Anbarasarghet,1998:p1)

Having said this, Nair is not by any means the alifgctor to ever have these ideals
or publicly talk about them, yet she lives them iouter everyday approaches to
filmmaking and in the projects she chooses to ead@gself. This includes a film

school in Uganda and a project to help out theestrkildren in Bombay.

| close with a quotation from Nanda'’s review of R&india Cabaref which sums up

the power of Nair’s flmmaking:

In India Cabaref Mira Nair uses a culturally specific vehicle etiorld of
cabaret dancers in Bombay - to raise questionstabewsocial contradictions
and the double sexual standard in patriarchal sesjeespecially those
societies in which men's honor depends on woméntigev The film succeeds
on all levels; the cultural specificity of the ma&k adds to the film's interest
without ever getting in the way of our understagdine issues being raised or
erecting a barrier between the audience and timsfdubjects. Nair has
obviously achieved a high degree of rapport withhed individuals in the

film, both men and women, and has succeeded imgettem to talk with

both candor and in-sight. (Nanda,1988:p493)

Nair’s films provide a solid balance of entertaimand education, and the process

of filmmaking is clearly not only gratifying to has a person, but serves to enrich

and educate her viewers as well.
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